University of Massachusetts Amherst

ScholarWorks@UMass Amherst
Doctoral Dissertations 1896 - February 2014
1-1-1993

The impact of structured reflective practice on the teaching
decisions of in-service teachers.
Thomas E. Kelly
University of Massachusetts Amherst

Follow this and additional works at: https://scholarworks.umass.edu/dissertations_1

Recommended Citation
Kelly, Thomas E., "The impact of structured reflective practice on the teaching decisions of in-service
teachers." (1993). Doctoral Dissertations 1896 - February 2014. 4995.
https://scholarworks.umass.edu/dissertations_1/4995

This Open Access Dissertation is brought to you for free and open access by ScholarWorks@UMass Amherst. It
has been accepted for inclusion in Doctoral Dissertations 1896 - February 2014 by an authorized administrator of
ScholarWorks@UMass Amherst. For more information, please contact scholarworks@library.umass.edu.

THE IMPACT OF STRUCTURED REFLECTIVE PRACTICE
ON THE TEACHING DECISIONS OF IN-SERVICE TEACHERS

A Dissertation Presented
by
THOMAS E. KELLY

Submitted to the Graduate School of the
University of Massachusetts in partial fulfillment
of the requirements for the degree of

Doctor of Education
February 1993
School of Education

© Copyright by Thomas E. Kelly 1993
All Rights Reserved

THE IMPACT OF STRUCTURED REFLECTIVE PRACTICE
ON THE TEACHING DECISIONS OF IN-SERVICE TEACHERS

A Dissertation Presented
by
THOMAS E. KELLY

Approve

William

style and content by:

sch, Chair

Gretehen B. Rossman, Member

Charles Moran, Member

ey Uackson, Dean
ool of Education

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

This project could not have been completed without the
ongoing input, encouragement, and support of mentors, colleagues,
and family.
I would like to express my sincere thanks to the members of
my advisory committee. The guidance and encouragement
provided by Dr. William Lauroesch is deeply appreciated and was
essential to the success of the project. His willingness to remain as
my Chair beyond the formal date of his retirement was a powerful
source of inspiration and motivation for me to complete this work.
Further, he has, by his example, provided me with an exemplary
model of leadership that is natural, intimately personal, and
exceptionally efficient. I will aspire to his achievement in this area
for as long as I am in a position of influence to do so.
I am extremely grateful to Professor Gretchen Rossman for her
insightful critique of my work throughout the program. Largely
through her persistent efforts, my perspective on the truly
essential elements of quality teaching, and the ways to accurately
assess it has matured significantly. Her guidance in structuring the
evaluation of this project has already transcended this study and is
being successfully applied at the local level to extend some of the
findings of the study to additional aspects of the professional
practice of teachers.

iv

I also extend my sincere gratitude to Professor Charles Moran
who contributed valuable input on the fundamental conceptual
issues of the study. His observations and suggestions provided
important balance to the project resulting in a finished product
that was more focused and consistent than it otherwise would have
been.
Other expressions of appreciation are necessary and
appropriate.
I am extremely grateful to the participants in the project.
Their motivation to excel in their professional practice formed the
basis of the study and precipitated the positive results which
followed.
I appreciate the efforts of Dr. Ray Harper of Bridgewater State
College who worked so hard to make this graduate program
opportunity available to educators in southeastern Massachusetts.
Finally, I am sincerely grateful to my family for their constant
encouragement and support. To my father. Bob, who taught me the
value of the pursuit of knowledge and the importance of
perseverance. To my wife, Anne, whose unselfish commitment to
my success in this project kept me focused in difficult times and
made it possible for me in many ways to follow through successfully.
To my children, Michael and Carline, who encouraged me and
allowed me the time from their lives to complete the work.

I hope

this will model for them the lessons for success I have learned from
those who have nurtured and supported me.

v

ABSTRACT
THE IMPACT OF STRUCTURED REFLECTIVE PRACTICE ON THE
TEACHING DECISIONS OF IN-SERVICE TEACHERS
THOMAS E. KELLY, A.B., HOLY CROSS COLLEGE
M. Ed., BRIDGEWATER STATE COLLEGE
M.B.A. UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS at DARTMOUTH
Ed.D., UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS
Directed by: Professor William Lauroesch
Utilizing a multi-method, in-depth, qualitative approach, this
study investigates the impact of structured reflective practice on
the teaching decisions of five in-service classroom teachers. Over a
twelve week period, participants engaged in daily reflective
practice about their teaching. Through the use of daily journals, a
structured format for reflection, and regular sessions with a
content-expert observer/facilitator, participants became specifically
aware of their teaching decisions and engaged in a comprehensive
analysis of them. Most participants developed their reflection to
the stage of actively generating alternative decisions to those made
during instruction.
The findings of the study confirm that reflective practice is a
developmental competence that can be nurtured in all teachers.
Further, the model described in the study can be used to effectively
support the acquisition of reflective practice capabilities by

vi

experienced teachers. The participants in the study stated that the
reflective practice they engaged in as a result of this training was
personally and professionally validating, that it positively impacted
their self image, that it gave them greater control over the
teaching/leaming environment, and that it increased the impact
they perceived they had on learners.
The study concludes that the process of engaging in structured
reflective practice on a regular basis can be personally and
professionally enhancing to teachers in a variety of ways.
Recommendations for improving subsequent training efforts are
offered and several fertile areas for additional study are suggested.
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION AND PROBLEM STATEMENT
Background
Over sixteen years ago, a group of prominent scholars from a
wide variety of fields convened in the nation's capitol to participate
in a Conference On Studies in Teaching, sponsored by the National
Institute of Education. The unifying issue of concern for this
distinguished group was the ongoing proliferation of correlation
research studies that suggested a strong positive connection
between specific, quantifiable teacher behaviors and increased
student achievement. While it was not disputed that these studies,
collectively referred to as process-product research studies, made a
significant contribution to the knowledge base about teaching
(McIntyre, 1988), they consistently seemed to present teaching
skills as a lists of unrelated competencies, and characterized
effective teaching as a static, one-directional transfer (Marland,
1986).

The participants in the 1975 NIE Conference did not

subscribe to this view of pedagogy. They conceptualized effective
teaching to be an extremely complex and cognitively demanding
activity, and set out to draw a new blueprint that would help
develop the means to improve the practice of teaching in a manner
that was consistent with that vision (National Institute of Education,
1975).
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One group of scholars from Panel 6 at the NIE Conference
investigated the importance of the thinking that teachers do in the
context of teaching events. This investigation proved to be a vital
element of the forward-looking vision established by the NIE
Conference. They proposed that, because all strategies, materials,
and practices in the context of teaching are mediated through the
thinking of a teacher before they are manifest in some form of
teaching behavior, the relationship between how teachers think
about teaching and how they actually go about it is crucial (National
Institute of Education, 1975). This process of thinking about
teaching, and how to go about it is called reflection, or reflective
practice.
Reflective practice is not a new idea to pedagogy. This process
of being analytical and introspective about the everyday practice of
teaching was considered by John Dewey (1933) to be an absolute
prerequisite for effective teaching.

He exhorted teachers to

transcend the role of mere technician and engage in the creative,
experimental, and problem-solving opportunities available in the
context of teaching.
In the sixteen years since the NIE Conference, reflective
practice, what it actually is, and how it can be effectively operative
for the teacher, has become the object of much study and
considerable frustration on the part of researchers and
practitioners. It continues to be pursued as an objective for
researchers and practitioners because it holds significant promise
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for the professional development of teachers.

In fact, some

researchers have concluded that without reflective practice, real
professional growth may be impossible for teachers (Wildman,
Niles, Magliaro and McLaughlin, 1990).
On the other hand, effectively studying reflective practice in
teaching has proven to be an elusive pursuit. Ongoing debates
among researchers and practitioners have plagued the
advancement of all attempts to apply reflective practice in a
generally accepted and productive way to the context of teaching.
There is no consensus on an empirical definition of reflective
practice and what it entails. Also, because it involves a
consideration of teachers' thoughts—non-observable behavior—the
mere presence of reflective practice, and certainly the impact of it
on teaching outcomes, is difficult to measure (Kagan, 1990).
Finally, there are significant philosophical differences among
researchers on what the essential nature of reflection in teaching
is, and how it should operate in the context of instruction. Is it a
process that should only be expected to yield general insights about
the events that occur in the classroom (Doyle, 1990), or can it be a
learned strategy that can lead to positive measurable outcomes
when properly utilized (Leinhardt, 1990).

It is before this

backdrop of promise and uncertainty that this study of structured
reflective practice in the teaching context is set.
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The Problem
There is evidence to suggest that teachers can significantly
improve their professional practice if they routinely engage in a
process of reflecting on their classroom experiences (Calderhead,
1989; Court, 1988; Cruickshank, 1987; Dewey, 1933; Leinhardt,
1990; Ross, 1989; Schon, 1983; Wildman et al. 1990; Yinger,
1990). This process, when effectively done, involves a recreation of
events that occur during an instructional session, accompanied by a
full examination of the decisions that were made, along with the
alternative decisions that could have been made during the course
of the session (Schon, 1987). This recreation process is necessary
because much of the knowledge that teachers have about teaching
is embedded in their professional practice.

It is implemented by

them in an intuitive manner and is therefore not available to them
for planning (Richardson, 1990).

However, by reflecting on the

teaching event, and intentionally making the circumstances of the
event problematic, it is possible for the practitioner to make the
hidden principles of practice explicit and available for examination.
Through this process, the practitioner has the potential to focus
his/her own professional growth and improve the educational
environment in which he/she works (Zeichner, 1983).
In spite of the evidence that has been presented to encourage
the utilization of reflective practice to improve teaching, there are
very few examples of this process being used on a significant scale
to support the professional development of in-service teachers.
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There are many reasons why this is the case. Problems with a
consensus definition of reflective practice, philosophical problems,
and problems associated with measurement have been noted above.
Wildman et al. (1990) further identified a lack of time as a primary
reason why teachers do not seek to engage in reflective practice on
a regular basis. Their research showed that teachers are unwilling
to sacrifice time with students for activities that serve to develop
reflective practice. They also noted that administrative resistance
to the nurturing of school structures and environments that
supports the development of reflective practice continues to be a
primary constraint to its broader acceptance and growth among
experienced, in-service teachers.
Reflective practice in teaching has been referred to in the
literature as a “mixed metaphor” (Kagan, 1990).

It is a concept

that arises from a view of teaching as being a developmental,
dynamic process that is constantly emerging from the knowledge
and experience of the teacher and is inextricably tied to the
instructional, social, and ethical context in which it occurs. At the
same time, on the other hand, it is sometimes viewed as an attempt
to reduce a free-form state of mind about an ongoing process
(teaching) to a structured, purposeful, analytical process of critical
evaluation. This lack of identity for reflective practice and its
accepted role in the professional development of in-service
teachers has made it difficult to apply in a widely accepted format
to the task of training teachers. In a sense, it is a “Catch-22”
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situation. It is difficult to study the impact of structured reflective
practice on the teaching decisions of teachers because there is no
consensus on exactly what it is, how best to implement it, or how
to measure its effect on the context of teaching. On the other
hand, since we do not yet have a full appreciation of how
significantly reflective practice can improve the decisions of
teachers, we are not sufficiently motivated to work out a broadly
acceptable, adequately articulated, functional definition of reflective
practice in teaching.
Reflective practice in teaching has the potential to elevate the
role of teaching to that of true professionalism and beyond, to one
of creative artistry (Yinger, 1990).

In order to fulfill that potential,

firm connections between reflective practice and positive changes
in the teaching/leaming environment must be established. The
activity of reflecting on one’s professional practice must be shown
to have a positive impact on future teaching decisions and on the
view of the teaching context held by the practitioner.

Ultimately,

in order for it to have a lasting impact on the knowledge base for
teacher improvement, reflective practice as a process must
contribute to improved student outcomes in a measurable way. If
these connections cannot be established to the satisfaction of
experienced in-service teachers, in a format that is acceptable and
available to virtually all practitioners, the prospect and the promise
of the self-motivated reflective teaching professional will never
materialize (Kagan, 1990). However, if a beginning can be made to
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the challenging task of examining the effect on individual teachers
of reflective practice experience, and how these experiences
influence subsequent educational decisions, the consensus needed
to make this process widely available and relevant to all teaching
professionals may well be joined. This study seeks to make such a
beginning.

Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this study is to examine how an on-going
process of structured reflective practice influences the subsequent
teaching decisions of experienced, in-service teachers.

It attempts

to explore and describe how teachers themselves perceive the
significance that seriously thinking about their own teaching
behaviors has on how they think about teaching in general, and why
they do what they do when they are teaching. Through the use of a
qualitative, multi-method, in-depth investigation, and working with
teachers of varying experience levels, the study investigates how, if
at all, an individual teacher changes her view of the context of
teaching, and subsequently her instructional decisions, as a result
of regular participation in structured reflective practice sessions.
Aspects of the teaching context that will be the focus of structured
reflective practice during the investigation include:
—the teacher’s beliefs about the subject-matter under
consideration
—the teacher’s beliefs about pedagogical methods and theory
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—the teacher’s beliefs about the characteristics of learners
If, as a result of structured reflective practice experiences,
teachers change their beliefs about their ability to impact these
important aspects of teaching in a way that they consider to be
positive, it seems likely that they will not only change the
instructional decisions they make pursuant to these beliefs, but also
continue to engage in the process of reflection as an integral part of
their professional practice.

If they come to perceive reflective

practice as a meaningful process, they will both refine their ability
to engage in it efficiently, and broaden their use of it to include
additional aspects of their teaching context.

Research Questions
The following research questions characterize the issues that
will be the focus of the study:
As a result of engaging in a process of structured experiences
in reflective practice over a period of time, describe:
1.

In what ways does reflective practice make a teacher’s
professional practice more explicit, that is, in what ways do
teachers become aware of the (otherwise) intuitive
decisions that they make in teaching as a result of
structured reflective practice activities?

2.

In what ways does a teacher utilize the reflective practice
experience to improve planning for future action?
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3.

In what ways does a teacher perceive she improves her
reflective practice techniques as she engages in them on a
regular basis?

4.

In what ways does reflective practice give the teacher the
perception of greater control over her professional
practice?

5.

In what ways does reflective practice give the teacher the
perception of having a greater impact on her students’
learning?

6.

In what ways does a teacher who engages in reflective
practice encourage reflective practice activities among her
students?

7.

In what ways does a teacher feel she is likely to continue to
engage in reflective practice on her own after participating
in reflective practice on a regular basis?

Definition of Terms
Much of the discussion on the appropriate role and function of
reflective practice in teaching has as its focus, a common
understanding of just what reflective practice is, and how it is
manifest in the teaching context. While this issue is dealt with in
some depth in Chapter II, the following definition is consistent
with the majority of researchers on the subject, and will be the
operational definition for this study:
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Structured Reflective Practice - from Dewey (1933, p. 9) reflection
is: “Active, persistent, and careful consideration of any belief or
supposed form of knowledge in the light of the grounds that
support it and further conclusions to which it tends.” It is a
specialized form of thinking that arises from the context of
situations that are directly experienced, and it occurs in response
to a problem or dilemma that the experience presents.

It elicits

purposeful analysis and results in the promulgation of effective
solutions to problems (Grimmett, 1988).

Reflection begins with a

state of doubt and involves a search to find a resolution to the doubt.
It begins with a problem and is inherently purposeful (Bullough,
1989). On an ongoing basis, reflection is the needs assessment of
the individual, and, therefore, should be formative, constructive and
deliberate (Valverde, 1982).

It is a form of inquiry which questions

the aspects of teaching practice that are usually taken for granted
(Birchall, 1988).

For this study, structured reflective practice will

consist of a series of sessions in which the subject teacher engages
in the process of reflection about instruction that has recently
occurred. Using journals and videotape to stimulate recall,
teachers will actively seek to make their teaching experience
explicit and problematic. With the assistance of an
observer/facilitator who has a background in the content area,
teachers will explore a variety of options to some of the educational
decisions they make during an object instructional lesson. It is the
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impact of this process on their subsequent educational decisions
that will be described in this study.
Early Childhood Teachers - public school teachers of students in
grades pre-kindergarten through grade three. Teachers from this
level were chosen to participate in this study because they
characteristically have a pervasive personal and professional
interest in the developmental aspects of the educational process.

It

is the opinion of this researcher that this view of learning causes
them to be generally open-minded is considering new methods to
evaluate and improve their professional practice.

Significance of the Study
This study is intended to examine and describe perceptions
about the impact of structured reflective practice experiences on
the teaching decisions of five in-service early childhood teachers.
It proposes a systematic process of reflective practice that could
have practical application for all teachers. It observes several types
of teaching decisions made by the subject teachers, and records
changes in the subjects’ beliefs about teaching that occur
concurrent with and subsequent to the reflective practice
exercises. If the participants in this study indicate a favorable
response to the reflective practice experience, and can articulate
positive changes in their teaching decisions that have flowed from
that experience, the application model used in this study could
have a significant impact on the future training of experienced, in-
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service teachers. Finally, the results of this investigation should
generate subsequent research, both in the area of a further
examination of attempts to encourage the process of reflective
practice among in-service teachers, and also in one or more of the
focus areas of reflection that are described in this study on the part
of the subject teachers.

Delimitations of the Study
This study proposes an in-depth examination of the responses
of five teachers to a process of structured reflective practice which
occurs over a period of time. Since the sample is limited, the study
does not satisfy the need to study the potential impact of reflective
practice experiences on teachers in general. The validity of the
data in the study will be limited to the teaching context and beliefs
of the participants only, and cannot be generalized to the global
population of in-service teachers.

However, important groundwork

can be laid for the planning and conduct of future studies with a
broader focus.
The time constraints of the study make it impossible to
determine the extent to which any changes or tendencies to
change perceived by the subject teachers are ultimately fully
internalized. Such a change, one that involves a modification of an
intuitive behavior, takes an extensive period of time to fully
integrate into one’s teaching practice. The primary value of this
study will be to describe the process teachers go through in
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critically examining their teaching behaviors, rather than the
change outcomes that they might indicate could result from the
process.
Finally, the data generated by the study will have interpretive
value only if the operational definition of reflective practice
articulated for this study is accepted. Since a consensus definition
of reflective practice in teaching has not yet been reached, this may
be difficult for some readers, particularly those who believe as Doyle
(1990), does that attempts to conceptualize reflective practice in
teaching as being a structured approach that could be learned, are
philosophically unacceptable.

Organization of the Study
This study is organized into chapters. Chapter I provides
general background on the issue of reflective practice in teaching,
and states the problem that will be researched. Chapter II presents
a review of the literature related to reflective practice in teaching
from a historical and conceptual perspective. A description of the
study along with a proposed design to study the problem is
provided in Chapter III. Chapter IV describes the data that was
collect in the study and summarizes the findings of the research.
Conclusions of the study and recommendations for further research
are presented in Chapter V.
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CHAPTER II
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
Introduction
The issue of reflective practice in teaching is one that has
recently generated considerable interest among researchers and
teacher educators. Although reflecting about the act of teaching has
always been considered to have a positive impact on teacher
behavior, the theoretical constructs and the research
methodologies necessary to study the operation and impact of
reflective practice in teaching have only recently begun to evolve.
While the study of reflective practice is still an incipient area of
inquiry, it has the potential of making a significant contribution to
our knowledge of an extremely important aspect of the professional
behavior of teachers.

Reflective Thought: A New Idea?
“By and large, teachers are decent, intelligent, and caring
people who try to do their best. If they make a botch of it, and an
uncomfortably large number do, it simply never occurs to more
than a handful to ask why they are doing what they are doing—to
think deeply and seriously about the consequences.” (Silberman,
1971, p. 11).
The process of thinking deeply and seriously about what we do,
reflection, is seemingly a straightforward proposition.
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It should be

axiomatic to expect that professionals in the field of education
would engage in such activity routinely while conscientiously
conducting the business of teaching their students. After all—along
with logic, ethics, aesthetics, and metaphysics—epistemology, the
study of the nature of knowledge, is one of the five areas of classical
philosophical investigation.
Thinking about how things come to be known, and about the
value of the things that are known is, in fact, an ancient concept.
Long before the birth of Christ, Plato and Aristotle in Greece,
Confucius in China, and Gautama, the Budda, in India, proposed
new ways of thinking based on reflective ideas (Houston, 1988).
Their wisdom was grounded in their ability to view problems
differently from their predecessors. By analyzing situations and
using divergent thinking, they were able to propose solutions to
difficult problems facing their people. The history of reflection has
its roots in these times and with these great thinkers. Although
their concept of reflection in thought differed, they all had a
significant impact on their own culture and the people who
followed in their tradition.
Specifically, the western conception of reflection probably
originated with the writings of Plato. For Plato, reflective thought
was not a method to be followed, but rather a goal to be achieved.
It was a special kind of mental activity, different from daydreaming,
recognizing, or imaging.

Reflection was the one sphere in which
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thought could operate with perfect freedom, bound only by the
limitations set by the problem under consideration (Bitting, 1988).
In the 15th and 16th centuries, thinkers like Descartes and
Kant utilized reflection as they made significant contributions to
thinking in the areas of mathematics and philosophy. As Plato did
before him, Descartes made careful distinctions between
observations and thought, with thought being by far the more
important (“I think, therefore I am”).

He insisted on the complete

separation of mind and matter to the extent that he accepted
nothing unless he knew it on evidence to be true. He emphasized
the way things are known, which made him the “father of the
scientific method.”

Immanuel Kant, writing in the following

century, tried to show that analytic reasoning was superior to the
knowledge that we receive through our sensory channels. To Kant,
the origin of the world as we know it, is the human mind itself,
which has an inherent structure through which we filter all
experiences. It is through our own reflective process that order is
brought to the world (Bitting, 1988).
Reflection, or reflective thought, then, is not a new idea.

In

fact, it is a very old idea with a tradition that spans both time and
culture. There are two primary factors which arise from the
historical tradition of reflective thought that seem significantly to
impede progress of researchers and practitioners toward
consensus on the meaning and importance of reflective thought for
effective educational practice. These factors are more fully
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explored as this review develops, but they should be mentioned
here to provide a perspective on what follows.
The first factor concerns the relationship between the concept
of reflection and the culture in which it develops. Although
reflective thought was utilized by great thinkers in all major
cultures, its implementation at any given time and place, was
reflective of philosophical and cultural values of that time and place,
and, therefore, unique. A consideration of philosophical and
cultural differences as they impact reflective thought is a
constraining factor on a consistent present-day implementation of
reflective practice in the arena of education.
The second factor is more difficult to understand in light of the
professional responsibilities of educators. The primary consensus
that is evident from the classical proponents of reflection in
thought is that knowledge is different from experience.

This

seems to be inconsistent with the view of many teachers, especially
novice teachers, who embark on the teaching experience confident
that the most important things they need to know to be an effective
teacher are available to them from their own experience as
students (Bitting, 1988). There is a pervasive tendency among
teachers and teacher educators to consider what happens in
classrooms as “givens” which are not susceptible to change. As
long as this outlook persists, it is very difficult to come to an
understanding of reflective thought as a productive process (Beyer,
1984).
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Operational Definition:

Reflective Practice in Teaching

Much of this review is dedicated to a discussion of the views of
various researchers on the nature and essential characteristics of
the act or process of reflection in the context of teaching. At the
present time, the absence of consensus on a definition of reflection
is a critical issue in the area, and is identified in this review as a
primary impediment to the development of successful strategies for
the application of elements of reflective practice on a broader scale
to the improvement of teaching practice.

However, for the purpose

of this study, the phrase reflective practice in teaching is intended
to encompass all aspects of teacher cognition within the context of
the teaching act. This includes teachers’ interactive thoughts
during instruction, the implicit beliefs teachers have about
students, teaching, and the curriculum, and the internalized
routines that teachers develop to guide their decisions during
routine teaching activities.

Origins of Reflective Practice in Teaching
Reflection as a Fundamental of Constructionism: John Dewey
The roots of contemporary thought on reflective practice in
education can be traced to the writing of John Dewey. In the early
part of the twentieth century, Dewey developed a theory of
knowledge that was biology based, emphasized the problem-solving
nature of the human thought process, and stressed the importance
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of experimentation in learning (Jones and Wilson, 1987). He
originated the progressive education movement which is
characterized by a rejection of rote learning in favor of learning
based on the direct involvement and activity of the learner. Dewey
felt that teacher education at the time overemphasized the
development of practitioners, or technicians, trained to perform
routine tasks rather than to think about what they were doing and
how they could improve on their own performance (Dewey, 1962).
He felt that the goal of teacher education should be to develop
teachers who would become lifelong students of teaching, and who
would be thoughtful about educational theory and how it translated
into everyday practice. He preached that analysis and
introspection, not imitation, are critical for achieving excellence as
a teacher. He cautioned that an overemphasis on the technical
aspects of the teaching task was dangerous because it could result
in the acquisition of immediate skills at the cost of the power to
keep on growing (Dewey, 1962).
Dewey advocated reflection as “an integration of attitudes and
skills in the methods of inquiry” (Dewey, 1962, p. 6).

He defined

reflection in broad terms as “active, persistent, and careful
consideration of any belief or supposed form of knowledge in the
light of the grounds that support it and the further conclusions to
which it tends” (Dewey, 1933, p. 9).

He distinguished reflective

thought from random “stream of consciousness” thought that we
experience on a continuing basis. He viewed action based on

19

reflection as intelligent action in which the possible consequences
have been fully considered. When properly utilized, he believed
reflection tends to limit the impetuous nature of teaching and
enables the educator to function with resolve and deliberation.
In Dewey’s construct, reflection in practice requires the
development of introspection, open-mindedness, and willingness
to accept responsibility for decisions and actions (Ross, 1990).
Reflection is a special kind of thought that leads us to the study and
resolution of problems in a deliberate and purposeful way. “The
function of reflective thought is, therefore, to transform a situation
in which there is experienced obscurity, doubt, conflict,
disturbance of some sort, into a situation that is clear, coherent,
settled, and harmonious” (Dewey, 1933, pp. 100-101).

In the final

analysis, it is reflection that enables us to know with some level of
confidence what we are about when we make the decision to act.

Reflection as a Social Imperative: George Mead
A central characteristic of John Dewey’s concept of reflection
is that it is essentially an individualistic activity which is done in
isolation. It occurs when a teacher thoughtfully considers his/her
own practice. Current theorists who base their work on Dewey’s
paradigm continue to view reflective practice as primarily a
personal process.

However, another line of inquiry into reflection

was initiated by George H. Mead, a contemporary of John Dewey.
Mead was primarily a social psychologist who taught with Dewey at
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the University of Chicago. He contributed to early thinking on
reflection by expanding Dewey’s concept of productive reflection to
include a consideration of the community in which it occurs. Mead
felt this was important in that the developing teacher has to
function within a community which includes, at the very least,
other teachers, administrators, supervisors, and students. By
including these other groups, Mead presented a different approach
to the process of reflection.

Where Dewey’s concept of reflection

was as an essentially individualized phenomenon. Mead perceived
productive reflection to be a multi-faceted and socially interactive
activity. He viewed that the power of reflection is that it is an
instance of social action, and that it must be understood as being
grounded in every-day life (Cinnamond and Zimpher, 1990).

In

Mead’s construct, the reflective teacher must value the input to the
situation provided by all components of the social community.
Reflection does not have value in itself. He believed it only has
value in enabling us to deal effectively with the next contextual
situation we encounter. Reflective thought arises out of real
problems present in our immediate experience.
Productive reflection, then, is a linguistic event (Mead, 1932).
It is the product of an ongoing dialogue among the participants in a
total community. As the teacher (the self in Mead’s construct)
interactively communicates with the rest of the community (the
other) the result is a continual process of personal development

through reflection (Cinnamond and Zimpher, 1990).

21

It is in the work of these two early contemporary thinkers that
the basis for current theory on reflective practice in teaching has
its foundation. Dewey first conceptualized the proposition that
personal reflection is a powerful tool to improve the capability of an
individual to solve problems and thus improve performance. He
viewed reflection as a personal competency which could be
developed and refined by an individual, and subsequently applied in
a thoughtful manner to determine the best course of action. Mead
agreed with Dewey’s assertion of the power of reflection and that it
was initiated in response to a real-life obstacle that triggered a
thoughtful consideration of alternatives. Unlike Dewey, however,
he posited that the context for reflection must include the values of
the community in which the reflected-upon course of action is to
be operative. The influence of the perspectives on the role of
reflection first articulated by either John Dewey or George Mead
can be seen in the writings of current current theorists on
reflective practice in teaching.

The NIE Conference of 1976
In 1975, the National Institute of Education published the
results of an important investigation of pedagogy. Prominent
scholars from a wide variety of related fields came together in
Washington, D.C., to actively participate in this Conference On
Studies in Teaching. The motivational theme behind the
organization of the Conference was a common feeling among the
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participants that the mere acquisition and subsequent
implementation of pedagogical skills is not sufficient if teachers are
to reach their maximum potential. On the contrary, they viewed
teaching as an extremely complex and cognitively demanding
activity. Therefore, the overall goal of the Conference was to draw a
new blueprint that would help develop the means to improve the
preparation, maintenance, and utilization of highly qualified
educational personnel.
The participants in the conference were organized into ten
panels to discuss the full spectrum of issues facing teachers and
teacher educators at the time. Although most of the panels were
composed of scholars with similar viewpoints on the issue, one of
the panels. Panel 6, was notable in its composition, in that the
members represented diverse theoretical and methodological
orientations. Panel 6 was titled Teaching As Clinical Information
Processing, and its goal was: “To develop an understanding of the
mental life of teachers, a research-based conception of the
cognitive processes that characterize that mental life, their
antecedents, and their consequences for teaching and student
performance” (National Institute of Education, 1975, p. 1).

The

proceedings of this panel precipitated a fertile stream of
subsequent research on teacher cognition, and ways that the
interactive and reflective thinking of teachers can impact the
effectiveness of the education practitioner.
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Panel 6 , chaired by Lee Shulman, was essentially a proposal to
apply the principles of cognitive psychology to events that occur in
classrooms and teaching (Richardson, 1990). The report was
structured to identify similarities between teachers and other kinds
of professionals who are known to engage in clinical problem
solving. The idea of clinical problem solving was presented in
terms of “diagnosing” problems and generating solutions, or
treatments for them. Teachers were compared with physicians as
professionals who gather information about their clients, apply the
findings of research to the situation, reflect upon that information
in terms of their own beliefs, and subsequently make a decision to
act.

(Kagan, 1988). This characterization of clinical problem

solving by teachers as essentially a scientific process was a
significant starting point in the examination of the cognitions
underlying the practice of teaching.
The members of Panel 6 began with the assumption that
understanding the mental life of teachers was critical to making
conclusions about the elements of effective teaching practice
(National Institute of Education, 1975). After all, they reasoned,
teachers actions are dictated by what they think. The relationship
between how teachers think about their teaching and how they
actually go about it is crucial. It was a consideration of this
relationship that led Panel 6 to their conceptual model of the
teacher as a clinical information processor. As a clinician, the
thinking teacher has to diagnose the diverse needs of individual
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students and the class as a whole, apply to that diagnosis the results
of research on education, combine that with experience-based
attitudes, expectations and beliefs about the teaching context, and
then make a decision to act in the classroom. This process is
ongoing and cyclical, with each subsequent decision being
impacted by reflection on the constantly expanding base of
experience.
In 1975 Phillip Jackson was Dean of the University of Chicago
School of Education and a member of Panel 6. In his earlier work
(Jackson, 1968) he had described the way teachers think when
they are going about the process of teaching as being the “hidden”
side of teaching. He felt that an understanding of this “hidden”
side would shed significant light on the purpose and effect of the
more visible aspects of the teaching process. His influence on the
work of Panel 6 is evident in that they generally accepted his
concept and categorizations of this “hidden” side of teaching,
which they referred to as the “mental life of teachers”, as holding
significant issues for further investigation. Jackson had identified
three categories of teachers’ thought process: teacher planning
both prior to and after the delivery of instruction, the interactive
thoughts and decisions that teachers have during instruction, and
the theories and beliefs that teachers have formed about their
subject matter, their students, and the overall environment in
which instruction occurs. Most of the subsequent research on
teacher cognition has as its focus one of these three categories
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identified by Jackson and further articulated by the work of the
members of Panel 6. In drawing their final blueprint for further
investigation into this area of teacher thinking, the Panel suggested
six categories or “research approaches” to studying the mental life
of teachers (National Institute of Education, 1975):
1. Examine the clinical act of teaching itself, including the
judgments and the decision-making that goes into the act of
teaching.
2. Study the perceptions, attributions, and expectations that
teachers have about students.
3.

Study teachers’ perceptions regarding instructional and
organizational alternatives.

4. Study the perceptions, attributions, and expectations that
teachers have about themselves as teachers.
5. Study the effects of organizational and structural variables
and constraints that impact on the thinking of teachers.
6. Develop valid and reliable methods to study teaching as
clinical information processing.
7.

Further develop theories expanding on the proposition of
teaching as clinical information processing.

In proposing these specific approaches for studying the
cognitive functioning of teachers. Panel 6 was trying to encourage
subsequent researchers to study two fundamental questions:
(a) How do the ways teachers think about things affect the nature
and quality of their teaching and the student learning that
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subsequently occurs, and (b) how can the quality of these cognitive
processes be made more effective and more available to
practitioners and teacher educators (National Institute of
Education, 1975).
Although it did offer affirmative guidance for the development
of the concept of reflective practice in teaching, what the report of
Panel 6 did not do, was offer an explicit definition of what
constituted a decision within the domain of teacher cognition: was
it any cognition that preceded action, or must it be a conscious
choice between two or more alternatives (Kagan 1988). This
posture left open for diverse interpretation how the concept of the
teacher as clinical information processor would be moved from the
theoretical level to the level of practice. It also operated as a
constraint to the evolution of a workable concept of reflective
practice in teaching. Finally, implicitly or explicitly, it was
frequently a central issue in the development of the theoretical
proposition of subsequent research dealing with improving the
ability of teachers to provide productive learning environments for
students.

The Development of Theoretical Constructs for Reflective Practice
in Teaching
In the third Handbook of Research on Teaching Clark and
Peterson (1986), in the conclusion of their chapter on teachers’
thought processes noted that the previous edition of the Handbook
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(1973), did not include a chapter, or even a single reference to
research on teachers’ thought processes. It is clear, then, that the
growth of research interest on teacher cognition was significant in
the ten years following the NIE conference and the report of Panel
6 in 1975.
As originally characterized by John Dewey (1933), reflection is
a very specialized form of thinking. It elicits purposeful analysis of
the directly experienced context of teaching.

It occurs in response

to a dilemma which the context presents (Grimmett, 1988).
Following the NIE Panel 6 report of 1975, researchers began in
earnest to attempt to develop or discover specific reliable ways to
apply this specialized form of thinking to the particular problems
or dilemmas that occur for the teacher in the classroom. The most
formidable obstacle to the efforts of those who used Dewey’s
conception of reflection as a starting point was that he viewed it
not as a way of doing things, but rather as a way of knowing.

Max Van Manen: Technical Rationality—The Positivist Connection
As did other researchers in this area. Max Van Manen viewed
teaching as a cognitively complex activity. His view was that
teaching consisted of a series of practical problems to be solved by
the teacher. The process of solving these problems required a
process of purposeful deliberation which subsequently dictated the
prescribed action (Van Manen, 1977).

For Van Manen, reflection,

or “deliberation” as he refers to it, involves both moral and rational
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judgments to decide what ought to be done in a practical situation.
Van Manen proffered three levels of deliberation or reflectivity in
understanding professional practice: technical rationality,
interpretive communication, and critical reflection.

In the first

level, technical rationality, the practitioner focuses on questions
that relate to the effective implementation of research-based
strategies, materials, and techniques into a particular educational
situation.

It is concerned with the effective application of

educational knowledge to achieve goals that are widely accepted as
being desirable.

The second level of reflectivity, interpretive

communication, assumes that every educational decision is
somehow linked to particular values and to educational goals that
are frequently competing, and, in some contexts, mutually
exclusive. The problem of clarifying the apparent moral and
rational conflicts that precede decision-making is the focus of
interpretive communication. For Van Manen, the highest level of
reflectivity is critical reflection, in which the practitioner actively
considers personal, ethical criteria in the process of reaching an
action decision.

The focus of critical reflection is to determine

which educational goals and experiences best take into account
concerns for equity, justice, and other important human needs
(Nolan and Huber, 1989).
Van Manen’s work in this area is significant because of the
impact on subsequent research of his first level of reflectivity,
technical rationality. Although it was conceptualized by him as the
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lowest level of reflectivity, technical rationality has been
characterized by other researchers (Schon, 1983) as a theoretical
basis for the “process-product” approach, an approach which has
been criticized by proponents of reflective practice in teaching.
The basis of the criticism is that, viewed from this perspective,
teaching is not a cognitively complex activity, but merely a process
of applying established theory and research to achieve a previously
stated goal. For example:
If you deliberately use principles of learning which research
indicates are accelerants to student achievement, you will have
the power to increase your students’ motivation to learn, the
speed and amount (rate and degree) of their learning and their
retention, and appropriate transfer of learning to new
situations requiring creativity, problem-solving, and decision¬
making (Hunter, 1982, p. 6).
In this type of approach, the teacher can be viewed as merely
an educational technician who resolves instructional problems
through the use of methods that have been established by research.
Consistent with Van Manen’s concept of technical rationality, both
the problems of practice and the methods that can be used to solve
them have been established by research to be widely applicable
across both learning situations and student populations. Teachers
are viewed to be using a “technically rational” approach when they
uncritically draw techniques from effective teaching research, and
implement them for the purpose of improving students’ scores on
tests of achievement (Nolan and Huber, 1989).
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Donald Schon: Reflection-In-Action—The Constructionist
Connection
By reflective teaching, I mean what some teachers have called
“giving the kids reason”: listening to kids and responding to
them, inventing and testing responses likely to help them get
over their particular difficulties in understanding something,
helping them build on what they already know, helping them
discover what they already know but cannot say, helping them
coordinate their own spontaneous knowing-in-action with the
privileged knowledge of the school (Schon, 1988, p. 19).
Donald Schon (1983, 1987), may well be the single most
influential thinker in the area of reflective practice, in that his
writings have aroused a great deal of interest among a very diverse
group of scholars on the concept of “reflection” (Grimmett, 1988).
He maintained that teachers possess an “epistemology of practice,”
an inherent intuitive knowledge that arises from the total
experience of the practitioner, and that the practitioner brings to
bear in teaching situations that are atypical, novel, or unique. In
arguing for this intuitive, practical knowledge, Schon provides a
position which contrasts dramatically with the research paradigm
from which the “process-product” effective teaching strategies
arose (Richardson, 1990).

He suggests that teacher “deliberation”

that is done at the level of technical rationality is not useful for
practice at all because it is one-dimensional and unidirectional. He
feel that the technical rationality paradigm characterizes theory as
something to have and then to apply (Kagan, 1988).

31

Schon insists that teachers possess “tacit knowledge” which
he refers to as “knowledge-in-action” (Schon, 1983).

Although it is

based on Dewey’s notion of reflection, knowledge-in-action is
different in that it does not rely on a decision-making process that
consists of a series of conscious steps. Schon maintains that
teachers have neither the time nor the energy to give prolonged
reflection to any large number of unique instances that may occur
in a classroom. He feels that teachers do not tend to consult
research when they run into difficulties in their professional
practice (Gillis, 1988).

On the contrary, he perceives that a critical

component of knowledge is inherent in action.

It is based on the

past experience of the practitioner in dealing with similar
situations, and the beliefs and biases that the practitioner has about
the situation.

It is implemented intuitively and in the immediate

mode. Because of this, the practitioner may not be able to describe
the decision-making process that leads to a particular course of
action (Richardson, 1990).
In Schon’s view, therefore, what experts do is “dependent
upon tacit recognitions, judgments, and skillful performances”
(Schon, 1983, p. 50). Much of the knowledge that teachers have
about teaching is embedded in their teaching activity. Since
knowledge-in-action is not a conscious process, it cannot be
identified or discussed by the practitioner. It is not available for
them to learn from directly. However, Schon advances an
additional cognitive process to do this, which he refers to as
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“reflection-in-action.”

Reflection-in-action occurs when

practitioners reconstruct a situation to perceive actual practice
situations in problematic ways. It allows practitioners to prepare to
respond to a wide variety of variables in the immediate context
(Schon, 1987).
In contrast to the teacher as technician perspective which
arises from technical rationality, knowledge-in-action and
reflection-in-action are concepts that have proved to be very
appealing to teachers and teacher educators because they are
status-enhancing concepts.

Schon, however has been criticized for

conceptualizing a strict dichotomy between the two views
(Fenstermacher, 1988, Shulman, 1988).

Schon’s point in drawing

the contrast between technical rationality and reflection-in-action
was not to portray one perspective as being superior to the other,
but rather to point out the fact that the reflection-in-action
perspective allows for the exploration of an entire range of issues
and assumptions germane to discovering the practical knowledge of
a profession that otherwise might go unnoticed (Russell, 1988).
In a significant way, Schon abandons research knowledge and
insists that reflection, which he characterizes as a form of artistry,
rather than science, is preferable to increased technical
competence as a means of improving professional practice (Gillis,
1988). Schon has made a valuable contribution to the study of
reflective practice in teaching by stressing that professionals can
significantly improve their practice by reflecting on what they do
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and on their content knowledge and beliefs about students (Court,
1988).

Initial Attempts to Teach Reflective Practice
Reflective Teaching
In the first half of the 1980’s, at least two groups of
researchers made significant attempts to incorporate the evolving
positive aspects of reflection in teaching into a practical teacher
training paradigm.

Donald Cruickshank (1985, 1987), developed

an approach to the training of both pre-service and inservice
teachers which he labeled Reflective Teaching.

In Reflective

Teaching training, students are organized into groups of four to six
participants and given one of 36 Reflective Teaching Lessons to
prepare. The lessons outline the subject matter and the
instructional objectives to be taught, and identify the time
allotment and materials to be used in the process. The sole task of
the teacher is to decide how to teach the lesson within the
specified parameters (Cruickshank, Holton, Fay, Williams, Kennedy,
Myers, and Hough, 1981). Immediately after the lesson is taught, a
period of reflection follows, first within the small group, then
among all members of the training group.
The major aims of Reflective Teaching are to provide trainees
with a “complete and controlled clinical teaching experience,” and
to provide an “opportunity for students to consider the teaching
event thoughtfully, analytically and objectively” (Cruickshank et al.
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1981, part 1, p. 4). Cruickshank maintained that Reflective
Teaching is an important training approach because it can serve
two broad purposes. First, by virtue of its reliance on and inclusion
of reflective practice, it can improve the process of learning to
teach. Second, it is a useful research technique in that it can
provide information on what teachers actually do when they teach,
albeit under strictly controlled circumstances (Cruickshank, 1987).
Cruickshank’s Reflective Teaching training has been criticized
for the excessive amount of focus to which it restricts the teaching
act. It has been characterized as an example of reflection at the
level of “technical rationality” because it does not allow for an
adequate consideration of ethical, moral, and subject matter issues
that underlie teaching that is responsive to societal concerns (Gore,
1987).

However, while not dismissing the importance of the range

of diverse factors that impact the teaching act, others note that
there is increasing evidence that Reflective Teaching may be a
highly effective and very efficient training technique for effecting
statistically significant changes in teaching behavior (Killen, 1989).

Reflective Practice in Context
Zeichner (1983) also designed a training course for teachers.
It was based on a pragmatic approach which drew from John
Dewey's concept of reflective action and Van Manen's ideas about
levels of reflection. His goal was to establish a program for teacher
education that would not only enable teachers to develop the
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technical competence necessary to be effective in their work, but
would also enable them to critically analyze their own performance.
The focus of his reflective analysis is to discover the ethical and
moral assumptions that are operative in the instructional decisions
that teachers make. Through a consideration of these assumptions,
the teacher is able to focus her own professional growth and
improve the educational environment in which she works.
This approach to teacher education reflects the work of Van
Manen (1977) in that it posits three levels of reflection. The first
level is the technical level in which the emphasis is on the efficient
application of professional knowledge, and teacher reflection
focuses on the effectiveness of teaching strategies. The second
level of reflection places teaching in context. The goal of reflection
at this level is to determine how the context in which teaching is
done impacts the teaching act. Constraints present in the teaching
context are reflected upon and choices of strategies, and the
relative worth of competing educational goals, are considered. The
third level of reflection introduces the impact of ethical, moral, and
political issues and their influence on the educational environment
(Zeichner and Liston, 1987). Although it had been alluded to by
Van Manen (1977), it was the vigorous emphasis that Zeichner and
Liston (1987) placed on the ethical and moral aspects of reflective
practice that made their approach different and significant. They
emphasized that for reflective teaching to occur, the question of
how to react to a given classroom situation must be related to
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questions about the why of the situation. More importantly,
teachers must consider the totality of the context in which
teaching and learning takes place (Zeichner, 1983). While
Cruickshank in his Reflective Teaching approach recognized that
moral and ethical considerations can be important in the teaching
context, he left the decision of how to consider the impact of them
to the individual teacher (Killen 1989).

Summary of the First Decade of Research on Teacher Cognition
In their analysis of the research done on teacher cognition,
Clark and Peterson (1986) identified three operative fundamental
assumptions behind the research on teacher thinking:

(a) that

teachers’ thinking and planning and decision-making makes up a
large part of the psychological context of teaching;

(b) that

curriculum is interpreted and delivered within this context, that is,
this context constitutes the totality of the effective learning
environment; and (c) that the cognitive processes of teachers
determines their behavior in the instructional setting. Research on
teachers’ thinking seeks to fully describe the mental lives of
teachers. This is extremely problematic because it involves
describing something that is unobservable, and therefore, difficult
to measure.
The research also seeks to explain how and why the actions of
teachers in the act of teaching take the form they do. This
concerns the aspect of reflective practice in teaching that Jackson
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(1968) called the “hidden life” of teachers and Schon referred to
as knowledge-in-action. It is clear from research that some
teachers, most often experienced teachers, have routines or
schemata (Berliner, 1987, 1988) that enable them to make
effective decisions on the strength of very little evidence and no
apparent reflection.

Clark and Peterson (1986), cited a 1970 study

done by Dahllof and Lundgren which indicated that teachers used
mental constructs from their professional experience to
significantly impact their teaching decisions. One example of this
is the intuitive use of a “steering group”—a subset of students
usually in the tenth to the twenty-fifth percentile of the class—to
make decisions about pacing an instructional lesson in a class.
Another example is the routines that expert teachers develop to
enable them to efficiently and productively conduct the routinely
recurring events in an instructional cycle such as the checking and
correction of homework in class (Leinhardt and Greeno, 1986).
Good teachers seem to develop “principles of practice” that serve
to facilitate their decisions during teaching lessons. The principles
deal with such factors as the characteristics of students and the
organization and content of subject material. These principles of
practice are mental activities which comprise an important part of
reflective practice in teaching.
In fact, Clark and Peterson (1986) concluded that reflection is
developmental in this sense. The maturing professional teacher is
a reflective practitioner who has taken some steps toward making
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explicit the implicit beliefs and theories about curriculum, learning,
and students that guide their effective reflex actions. They develop
a particular style for planning instruction that becomes more
automatic with experience. As students become more familiar with
their “routines” they decrease the information load that they have
to spontaneously process, thus generating for them the capability of
effectively deviating from the pre-planned lesson if it is appropriate
to do so. Mature reflective teachers can analyze the apparent
effects of their own teaching and subsequently utilize the results of
those reflections to improve their planning for future action.

In

short, reflective teachers become researchers on their own
teaching effectiveness.

Current Thfnklng on Reflective Practice
The Promise of the Thoughtful Teacher
In spite of a growing body of research in the area of reflective
practice in teaching, it is clear that many issues need to be resolved
if it is to become a widely used vehicle for the preservice training of
teachers and the inservice professional development of teachers.
Some of these will be discussed below. However, it is clear that in
the minds of those currently pursuing the issue, the potential
benefits from a reflective practice approach must be great,
otherwise, the pursuit of the Grail of reflective practice would most
certainly be abandoned.
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It seems axiomatic to state that teachers will become better at
teaching if they take the time to think about what they do. While
this is the fundamental benefit of reflective practice, it goes far
beyond that in having the potential to impact the professional
practice of teachers in a dramatic way. In their review of literature
on nurturing reflective practice, Nolan and Huber (1989) identified
several benefits of reflective practice in teaching when it is done in
a structured, purposeful way. Teachers become better observers of
their classroom behavior, and therefore, become more aware of the
types of decisions they are making and the consequences of their
decisions.

This makes their professional practice more explicit.

Teachers achieve a greater sense of empowerment through
reflective practice. They see themselves as having much greater
control of all aspects of their professional practice.

Once teachers

begin to develop their ability to engage in a structured process of
reflecting on their professional practice, they tend to want to
develop it further. It is a self-motivating process. When
supervisors or evaluating administrators seek to encourage
reflective practice among the teachers with whom they work, they
tend to develop a more reflective approach to their own
professional responsibilities. Teachers who regularly engage in
reflective practice in teaching, tend to encourage increased
reflective activity by their students. Finally, as teachers develop
their own reflective practice, they perceive a considerable increase
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in their capacity to positively impact the learning of their students
(Nolan and Huber, 1989).
Reflective practice gives teachers new insights into teaching,
and helps them to rediscover insights about teaching that they once
may have know explicitly, but have lost the conscious use of through
time (Cruickshank, 1985).

Reflective practice facilitates the

linking of theory and practice for the teacher in a very practical
manner, and in a manner that, for the experienced teacher, feels
intuitively correct. It helps teachers to uncover all aspects of their
professional behavior, and to meditate on it in a way that will
improve their subsequent instructional efforts. It allows teachers to
take a more active and competent role in their own accountability,
and encourages the development of a personal plan for professional
growth that is authentic, effective, and self-directed. (Calderhead,
1989).
Reflective practice in teaching helps teachers to become
life-long students of teaching, and, in the process, it makes them
wiser in their profession.

Perhaps most important, for both

practical and esthetic reasons, teachers who regularly engage in
reflective practice enjoy teaching more than those who don't
(Cruickshank, 1987).

The Problem of Definition
After a significant period of active investigation, the concept of
reflective practice in teaching remains largely an enigma to
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researchers and teacher educators alike. In fact, views about the
nature of reflection as it operates in teaching are about as varied as
epistemologies. While recognizing that it is a complex and
multi-faceted concept, Tom (1985) made an attempt to
conceptualize reflective practice in teaching as an inquiry oriented
approach to practice. He reviewed no less than twelve terms that
refer to teachers as persons engaged in some form of reflective
activity. While he did propose a general framework for classifying
concepts of reflection using three dimensions, he noted that the
parameters for what counts as inquiry oriented, or reflective
practice were indeed "fuzzy" (p. 36).
Interest in reflective practice is engendered by the process of
professionalizing teaching and the expectations of society for
accountability by teachers. Kremer-Hayon (1988) asserted that the
primary reason why no systematic attempts had been made to
clarify the concept of reflective practice was that no single
definition was to be expected or even desired.

Reflection in this

sense is definitely a process, a form of thinking, not a method of
practice.
While it is certainly accurate to say that a consensus on a
common operational definition of the nature of reflection in
teaching does not seem imminent, many researchers and teacher
educators continue to attempt to crystallize the concept.

Grimmett

(1988) observed that while many teacher educators use the terms
"reflection" and "inquiry" to characterize their approach, there is
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often little similarity among how those terms manifest themselves
in the actual techniques and strategies that are utilized. And while
everyone in the field seems to agree that reflection is an admirable
goal for teachers, there is little agreement on exactly what
constitutes reflection in practice, and even less agreement on how
to encourage the development of it. Wood (1988) defined the
reflective practitioner as someone who thinks over her teaching
practice, aims, and objectives in an effort to improve them. She
has identified some of the knowledge that experienced teachers
have about classrooms and classroom process, and has incorporated
it into a computer based advisory system for student teachers,
called the Trainee Teacher Support System (TTSS).
Valverde (1982) held that reflective practice is characterized
by the teacher's examination of his or her situation, behavior,
practices, effectiveness, and accomplishments.

The teacher must

continually ask the question: what am I doing, and why? Reflection
is viewed as a form of self-evaluation which is distorted, in that it
emphasizes judgment rather than data collection. On an ongoing
basis, reflection is the needs assessment of the individual, and as
such should be formative, constructive, and deliberate (Valverde,
1982).

Birchall (1988) believed that reflection is a form of inquiry

which questions the aspects of teaching practice that are usually
taken for granted. Reflection, he asserted, has the potential to
allow the deliberate exploration of the nature of the knowledge,
attitudes, skills, and values which impact on the teaching act.
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Teaching can be improved if routine events in the teaching context
are made problematic and reflected upon. It is by doing this
zealously, and on a regular basis that teachers will make explicit for
themselves, a "wisdom of practice" that is critical to their
continuing growth in the profession of teaching (Shulman, 1988).
Cruickshank (1987) defined reflection simply as the conscious
act of bringing something to mind and thinking about it. He saw
the preparation of teachers for a full and enriched career as the
goal of teacher education. He viewed reflection as a mechanism to
advance the professional development of teachers beyond the level
of the acquisition of skills.

If teacher training were limited to skill

acquisition, he reasoned, teachers would never explicitly learn
when best to employ a particular skill, or even why they were doing
what they were doing.
Anning (1988) conceptualized a "reflective cycle".

In it,

teachers generate theories of practice based on their professional
experience and refined through a logical analysis of that experience
in context.

In evaluating each new teaching experience, the

principles implicit in those theories of practice are confirmed,
modified, or, in some instances, discarded with a resulting change
in practice.
Ross (1990) saw reflection as a way of thinking about education
and its context for the purpose of developing the ability to make
judicious decisions to act, and to assume the responsibilities for the
consequences which are generated by those decisions. From this
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perspective, the elements of reflective practice in teaching include:
the ability to recognize an educational “dilemma,” generating an
appropriate response to the dilemma based on a recognition of both
the similarities of this problem to other situations from experience,
and the unique aspects of this particular situation, and finally,
framing and reframing the dilemma so that the best possible
decision is reached. To maximize the benefits of reflection, the
practitioner should experiment with dilemmas in order to discover
how each of several possible solutions plays itself out in a particular
context. Through this process, both the intended and the
unintended consequences of a particular decision become explicit.
Ross (1989) believed that teachers have a type of filtration
mechanism which he referred to as an "appreciation system,"
which characterizes their reflective practice.

This appreciation

system is impacted by the value system of the teacher, and the
pedagogical knowledge, theories, and practices which the teacher
has internalized. It governs the types of teaching situations that are
recognized as dilemmas by teachers, it constrains the manner in
which they are able to frame and reframe the problems they
recognize, and it impacts their judgment as to the desirability of a
particular decision.

Critical requisites to effective reflective

practice are the ability to view situations from multiple aspects, the
ability to search for alternative explanations for classroom events,
and the ability to use all of the available evidence to evaluate a
position or a decision.
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Ross and Hannay (1986) saw teaching as a human activity that
was socially constructed. In light of that, reflective action should
account for the context of the entire community in which it
operates.

Therefore, they reasoned, a teacher develops expertise

by evaluating his/her actions and the responses and actions of those
with whom he/she interacts. The purpose of having teachers
become reflective thinkers is to have them “learn to expose their
thinking to others and open themselves to criticism from peers as
well as authority” (Ross and Hannay, 1986, p. 13). This view of
reflective practice has the potential to put teachers in a very
vulnerable position.
Simmons and Sparks (1988) characterized the act of teacher
reflection as consisting of several attributes. To practice reflection
productively, the teacher must be prepared to cross the typical gap
that occurs between theory and practice in education. Teacher
reflection is mediated through the professional knowledge,
behavior, attitudes, and beliefs of the teacher. It involves abstract
and creative thinking by the teacher. Teacher reflection implies
the existence of a commonly accepted set of professional standards
that are adhered to by all teachers. It also presumes a
constructivist view of teacher knowledge, beliefs, and attitudes as
being progressively created by each teacher individually. It is an
activity that all teachers have a degree of natural aptitude for, and
which can be further enhanced in all teachers. It is influenced both
qualitatively and quantitatively by the personal readiness of the
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practitioner to take advantage of it, and there are specific
instructional strategies which can strengthen it.
More recently, several researchers have been advancing the
concept that reflective practice in its best form is an artful
endeavor, having evolved far beyond the notion first advanced by
the NIE Panel 6 report (1975) of teacher as a clinical information
processor (Kagan, 1988, Wildman, Niles, Magliaro and McLaughlin,
1990, Yinger, 1990).

This view of reflective practice is

evolutionary, and arises from the current atmosphere of reform in
which the concept of teaching as a technical endeavor is giving way
to a concept of effective teaching as a reflective activity which
improves as teachers become increasingly empowered and more
skilled at the process of conducting inquiry into their own
professional practice (Wildman et al. 1990).
In fact, Kagan (1988) advances the position that the view of
clinical problem solving as articulated by the NIE Panel 6 (1975)
actually misrepresented the stages inherent in authentic clinical
problem solving. In characterizing teaching as a clinical
information processing activity. Panel 6 described the teacher as a
practitioner who would generally adhere to a structured and
sequential process in the practice of his/her profession. Typically
he /she would first become aware of research as it applies to
classroom practice, then aggregate information on the students to
be taught, combining this information with beliefs and biases about
the teaching context, and finally, making judgments based on this

47

data. While this is a fair characterization of a diagnostic/treatment
model that is taught to other types of clinical information
processors, such as doctors, Kagan (1988) found in a study of
experienced internists that this is not the way they function in
practice. Different from novice physicians who form a diagnosis
only after a sequence of information gathering tasks are completed,
experienced doctors use their knowledge, opinions and beliefs to
attach a diagnostic label to a patient very early in the examination
process. While they also go through the established information
gathering procedure, it almost always serves as a confirmation
process for the earlier judgment they made. This view squares well
with research which indicates that many of the decisions teachers
make in practice are based on schema (Berliner, 1987; Shavelson
and Stem, 1981; Leinhardt and Greeno, 1986) or the result of
automatic over learned patterns of behavior that they could actuate
and implement without overtly conscious effort (Kagan, 1988).
These patterns of behavior are used by experienced teachers to
guide practice in much the same way that diagnostic labels are used
by experienced physicians to guide their treatment of patients.
Viewed from this perspective, reflective practice is dynamic
and multidimensional. As teachers accumulate more and more
experience, their schema of the teaching context becomes more
complex, and the problem solving strategies that they are capable
of generating become hierarchical. This concept runs counter to
concepts embodied in the effective teaching research in that it
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implies a descriptive rather than a prescriptive approach to
forming decisions related to instructional practice. It may also
explain why good teachers may disagree on what constitutes good
teaching, and why it is frequently difficult for even expert teachers
to explain why they made a particular instructional decision during
the course of a lesson (Kagan, 1988). If, as this definition of
reflective practice in teaching implies, good teaching is a dynamic
process of creation, then good teaching may be more of an art than
a science.
Other definitions and descriptions of reflective practice in
teaching could be explored here.

However, the bottom line is that

right up to the current year, much as Tom (1985) observed earlier,
there continues to be a diversity of meanings that are attached to
the term reflective practice, and very little agreement on how the
development of reflective practice can be stimulated in
practitioners. The study of reflective practice in teaching is
essentially concerned with how practitioners interpret the
contextual events of their professional practice, especially those
events that are novel or perplexing to them. A critical observation,
and a possible explanation as to why there is little consensus on a
definition of reflective practice, is that many researchers
conceptualize that the purpose of reflective activity is not to
discover facts about the teaching act, but rather to explicate the
meaning of the events that occur within the context of teaching
(Grimmett, MacKinnon, Erickson, and Reicken, 1990).
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In other

words, the focus of much of the research on the concept of
reflective practice is not to predict or explain events that occur,
but rather to discern the meaning that teachers give to the events
that occur in their professional practice. In the best of
circumstances, this is a subjective and elusive process. In relation
to a circumstance as complex as the teaching context, it may be
unachievable. In light of this, and given the fact that the concept of
reflective practice in teaching is relatively new to the arena of
investigation, it is not surprising that a consensus definition of the
object of the search is yet to emerge.

The Problem of Comparison with the Established Paradigm of
Effective Teaching
“Effective teaching” or “process-product” are terms that are
used to describe a body of research that recommends a specific,
detailed, and prescriptive content focus for the training of teachers
(Joyce, Showers, and Rolheiser-Bennett, 1987; Joyce and
Showers, 1988).

The general expectation of effective teaching

research is that it will expedite the professional development of
teachers by providing them with models on which to base their
classroom behavior (Marland, 1986).

In their consideration of

research on teaching that bears on staff development, Shrock and
Byrd (1988) cited a review by Howey, Matthes and Zimpher (1985)
that categorized effective teaching research into three types:
(a) research on the effective use of instructional time;
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(b) research

on effective classroom management;

and (c) research on

interactive teaching. The first category examines time-on-task
variables with a range of learners and instructional settings. The
second category, classroom management, examines strategies and
techniques that will enable the teacher to translate research on
discipline and student management into effective classroom
applications. Research in the third category, interactive teaching,
refers to teacher activities that involve the direct teaching of
students.

Included in this category are the findings of correlational

research which identifies those teacher behaviors that can
positively impact student learning in the classroom, usually
measured by an increase in achievement on some form of a widely
accepted standardized test. There is a large body of evidence to
support the fact that a great deal of valuable knowledge about
teaching has been gained from a number of high quality
process-product research studies (McIntyre, 1988).
A fundamental aspect of effective teaching research is the
objective of discovering a cause-effect relationship between
teaching and learning. Because of this, the knowledge base of
effective teaching has evolved primarily as a collection of skills or
techniques, a scientific toolbox for teachers which can be used to
construct high-quality instruction for delivery to the student. As
such, effective teaching focuses on teacher behavior only, and does
not account for many other variables in the complex context of the
teaching/learning environment.
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Eisner (1982) identified four fallacies of this type of scientific
view of teaching. The first he calls the fallacy of additivity, that is,
the assumption that the incidence of any particular teaching
behavior has equal educational impact, and that the mere
occurrence of effective teaching techniques in sufficient numbers is
an accurate predictor of teacher competency. The fallacy of
concreteness assumes that all of the important aspects of teaching
are accurately reflected in the observable behaviors of the
participants. This eliminates a consideration of the cognitive, non¬
observable reactions of students and teachers in the teaching
context. The fallacy of the act assumes that all of the important
components of quality teaching are displayed in each isolated
instance of teaching, and that conversely, the observable behaviors
of teachers will change in a cause-effect manner when specified
variables in the teaching context are controlled. Finally, the fallacy
of method assumes that the validity of an observation of teaching
behavior is measured by the consistency with which multiple
evaluators observe the same teaching behaviors. This removes from
the criteria of effectiveness in teaching, a consideration of the
subjective ways in which teachers might make an instructional
lesson more meaningful for a student.
In relation to aspects of the teaching context that proponents
of reflective practice consider to be important, Marland (1986)
notes other deficiencies in a skills oriented approach to teaching.
First, effective teaching skills are often presented as lists of
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unrelated competencies to be mastered. The dynamic nature of the
teaching context is ignored, and the teaching act is characterized
as a static, one-directional transfer. Second, the fact that effective
teaching skills are idealized and characterized as being context
free, makes them minimally useful to experienced teachers who
routinely account for the spontaneity, and multi-dimensionality of
the classroom teaching situation. Third, teaching is a cyclical
process (Clark and Peterson, 1975) and a totally skills based
approach does not account for the interactive and automatic ways in
which experienced teachers process information in the classroom
setting.
The effective teaching, process-product knowledge base has
been generated primarily by advocates of a scientific management
approach to teaching in which the objective is to break down the
teaching tasks into their smallest component parts and to train
teachers to perform those tasks in the most efficient way possible
(Adler, 1990). This approach does not account for the fact that the
classroom is a complex environment and, within that environment,
teachers are the critical decision makers. It is not enough to
simply know how to do something to be successful in this
environment. In fact, after a consideration of this area of research
McIntyre (1988) observed that there does not exist, nor could
there be, any systematic body of theoretical knowledge from which
prescriptive principles for teaching could be generated.

Further,

classroom research of the process-product variety has clearly
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demonstrated that prescriptive generalizations about teaching
whatever their source, that are not based on the study of the full
context of the classroom, are dangerously untrustworthy.

Problems of Implementation
Although the research on reflective practice in teaching
represents a vast array of conceptual differences among
proponents, all approaches relating to reflective practice
encompass some notion of deliberation, analysis, and reasoning on
the part of the teacher in the process of developing and delivering
a program of instruction. The emphasis in conceptualizing
reflection in teaching is on problem-setting and problem solving.

It

incorporates the utilization of multiple knowledge bases and
analytical skills. It requires an introspective examination of
personal values and moral principles, and the development of
attitudes that facilitate a high level of self-awareness and a reflective
(not impulsive) approach (Calderhead, 1989).
Because of the lack of consensus surrounding the concept of
reflective practice, it is difficult to get a grasp on the full range of
issues that might impact the implementation of reflective practice
in teaching.

In the future, a common interpretation of teaching and

teacher training will be necessary if the concept of reflective
practice is to have a significant and lasting effect on the training of
teachers and the practice of teaching (Calderhead, 1989).
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A pre-requisite to encouraging the development of a reflective
approach to teaching may be a restructuring of the conceptions
held by practitioners about the relationship between theory and
practice (Russell, Munby, Spafford, and Johnson, 1988). Learning
to teach is not a two step process consisting of: (a) learning theory,
and (b) putting that theory into practice. On the contrary, all
previous teaching experience, including the current practice of the
teacher, has an ongoing impact on how a teacher operates in the
immediate context. Furthermore, in a dynamic way, it impacts the
influence of research, theory, and other sources of information on
the attitude of the teacher toward a consideration of change. In
order to have relevance for a reflective practice approach, the
relationship between research and practice must be viewed by the
teacher as one in which the two are alternate phases of the same
activity, not two independent activities linked by some tenuous act
of faith. “We are increasingly convinced that the image one holds of
the relationship between theory and practice can significantly
influence understanding of the personal learning process, at every
stage in one’s development of the professional knowledge of
teaching” (Russell et al. 1988, p. 87).

Constraints on the Growth of Reflective Practice in Teaching
If there exists, as there does, a widespread consensus among
researchers and teacher trainers that some form of reflection can
improve teaching practice, there should be a similar level of
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concurrent agreement about the general role of reflective practice
in the enhancement of the professional practice of teaching.
However, there are several reasons why, at the present time, this is
not the case. Those reasons, expressed in a variety of research, can
generally be classified into four primary categories:

(a) concerns

about the contextual constraints that impact on the implementation
of reflective practice;

(b) issues of cognitive style as they relate to

the implementation of reflective practice;

(c) problems with

measurement in developing an empirical knowledge base about
reflective practice;

and (d) epistemological problems among

theorists who advocate reflective practice in teaching. Although a
particular researcher may have reservations about reflective
practice in more than one of the categories, most of the concerns
articulated to date have, as their focal concern, one of the issues
conceptualized in these four categories.

Concerns About Contextual Constraints
Reflective practice in teaching, or any manner of reflection
takes time. This is a formidable issue to consider for practicing
teachers whose professional time is already impacted by an excess
of routine but required tasks. Teachers believe that how they
function is severely constrained by the general environment in
which they operate, by the expectations placed on them by
administrators, students, and colleagues, by the standards and
expectations of the school, by the frequently unrealistic
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expectations of parents and the general taxpaying public about how
students should learn, and how teachers should teach and, in fact,
by the curriculum itself (Busher, Clarke, and Taggart, 1988).
Compounding the impact of these constraints is the fact that these
expectations are frequently implicit or are not communicated at all.
If, as Zeichner (1987) and Dewey (1933) contended, the
prerequisites for reflective practice are open-mindedness,
responsibility, and whole-heartedness, this is not a climate in
which an approach to teaching based on productive reflection can
develop.
Wildman et al. (1990) cited a lack of time as the primary
constraint to the implementation of reflective practice. A second
major constraint was the lack of administrative support for
reflective practice activities by teachers. Research on staff training
(Joyce et al. 1987) is clear that if the building administrator in a
school does not actively support a change in practice, the chances
that it will be successful are very small. A final significant
constraint to the implementation of reflective practice identified by
Wildman et al. (1990) was the degree of personal risk that teachers
are required to accept when they utilize a reflective practice
approach. It takes a high level of self confidence and a clear sense
of purpose to critique one's own professional practice in a way that
may lead to a consideration of significant and difficult changes in
teaching behavior. This is especially true of teaching environments
in which the support of evaluating administrators is, at best.
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unreliable. Many teachers have a difficult time dealing with the
deficiencies they discover in their professional practice through
focused reflection. Conforming to a skills based and objectively
prescribed formula for instruction is easier, more objectively
accountable, and generates far less anxiety.

Issues of Cognitive Style
Several issues related to the learning style or cognitive style of
teachers have been raised in the discussion of a widespread
implementation of reflective practice in teaching.

Mahlios (1981)

noted that research on the cognitive style of teachers indicates that
learning style may play a major role in the approach to instruction
favored by the teacher. In that study, field-dependent teachers
tended to use high involvement from students and considerable
feedback from the instructional context as useful tools in
structuring their teaching behavior.

Field-independent teachers

were more likely to adopt a predetermined didactic approach to
the teaching task. While specific cognitive styles did not seem to
lead to superior teaching any more than to superior learning, the
activities of reflective practice in teaching align much more closely
with the natural teaching preference of field-dependent teachers.
Further research is needed in this area.
Another characteristic of effective staff training for adults
(Joyce et al. 1987) is that the results of the professional
development effort must be able to be utilized almost immediately
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in practice, if the trainees involved are to respond positively to the
changes being suggested. While this may not be strictly a cognitive
style issue, to the extent that it is true for teachers, it has a
constraining effect on the development of reflective practice
which, in general, is a long range, evolutionary change effort.
A final concern in the cognitive domain relates to the capability
of all teachers to think conceptually at a level that is necessary for
the effective use of reflective practice in teaching.

In his theory of

cognitive development, Piaget characterized four major stages of
development: the sensory-motor, the pre-operational, the concrete
operational, and the formal operational (Day, 1981). Many of the
cognitive tasks that are required for reflective practice are at the
stage of formal operations. Unlike individuals operating at earlier
stages, individuals at the formal operations stage can abstractly
form and test hypotheses, they can systematically combine data to
generate alternative outcomes, and they have the ability to draw
logically appropriate conclusions from information under
consideration. Additionally, individuals who are functioning at
higher conceptual levels exhibit a greater degree of affinity for
sensitive interpersonal relations, and greater capability of
generating alternatives when making decisions (Konke, 1984).
These are the tasks of reflective practice. Day (1989) stated that
although formal operations typically develop around the age of
twelve, only fifty percent of those over twelve, including adults, can
cognitively operate in a formal operational manner. Further, even
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for those who could do so, that ability is frequently task specific and
does not occur in all contexts.

If reflective practice in teaching

requires individuals to operate consistently at a level of formal
operations, it may not be possible to expect widespread and
consistent application of the reflective practice approach.

Problems With Measurement
Research on reflective practice involves an attempt to examine
how teachers think, and what they are thinking about when they
are engaged in the process of teaching. This is inherently a
problematic and subjective proposition.

Kagan (1990), in a recent

review of tools and procedures used to evaluate teachers’
reflections, concluded that the theory and research that
characterize one or more forms of reflective practice as good
teaching, may be too vague to be really useful in the training of
preservice and inservice teachers. Four primary reasons are stated
for this conclusion. First, there is ambiguity built in by virtue of the
fact that researchers use different terms to describe teachers'
thinking, and the terms they do use frequently refer to different
products. Second, teachers' thoughts and reflections cannot be
assessed directly. Thoughts are non-observable behavior. They
have to be measured indirectly through a variety of techniques,
such as thinking aloud, stimulated recall using audio or video tapes,
policy capturing using simulated descriptive situations, or journal
keeping (Clark and Peterson, 1986). Third, all of these indirect
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means of evaluation are time consuming, and the results are
extremely context or teacher specific.

Developing generalized

principles of practice from them is problematic.

Fourth, there is

the problem of evaluating the comparable quality of teachers'
reflections on teaching.

Given the fact that reflection on practice

occurs, what constitutes good reflection and what constitutes bad
reflection?

If the quality of reflection cannot be determined, then

teacher thinking, even if it can be measured, is of little value for
application to practice (Kagan, 1990).
In her review, Kagan (1990) discusses five alternative
approaches for measuring teacher thinking: (a) direct and non
inferential ways, (b) methods that rely on the analysis of teachers'
descriptive language, (c) taxonomies used specifically to measure
self-reflection, (d) multimedia evaluations of content knowledge,
and (e) concept mapping techniques.

In evaluating over forty

separate studies employing one of these approaches, she concluded
that, in view of the fact that each of the different methods is based
on a different approach to evidence and truth, it is nearly
impossible to judge the comparative validity of the results
presented, especially for application purposes. These difficulties
that are inherent in eliciting, measuring, and evaluating reflective
practice in teaching may be the primary reason why the views
expressed by researchers and theorists in the area have not had a
greater impact on the training of preservice and inservice teachers
(Kagan, 1990).
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Problems With Epistemology
Compounding the acceptance and application problems that
arise from the differences in theoretical orientations that underlie
approaches to the measurement of the thinking of teachers, is the
fact that, from the beginning, the literature on reflection and
reflective practice in teaching can be viewed as “a mixed metaphor,
a constructivist notion that is often discussed in the rhetoric of
positivism” (Kagan, 1990, p.460).

This dichotomy is reflected in

the kinds of evidence that researchers provide to describe the
relevance of reflective practice to the classroom setting, and the
ultimate impact of it on the learning and performance of students.
Kagan (1990) referred to this issue as “ecological validity.”
Some researchers, those who hold a constructivist view,
maintain that the question of whether or not reflective practice can
be shown to directly impact the learning of students is irrelevant.
On the contrary, they hold, the value of reflection is not to predict
behavior, but rather to seek general insights and explain events that
occur in the educational context. Doyle (1990) contended that any
effort to directly relate reflection by the teacher to principles of
effective teaching, or an increase in learning by students is
inappropriate because “effectiveness” is a curriculum issue, not a
teacher issue.

Richardson (1990) expressed concern that research

on reflection may lead to the development of reflective teacher
education programs, a “technologizing” of the concept into a
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process. Her fear is that this process is based on a positivist, linear
conception of the teacher training process, and is an ill-advised and
ill-fated attempt to make an abstract concept, reflection, into a
behavior that is observable, quantifiable, and prescriptive. Reduced
to such a technical approach, reflective practice in teaching may
become another “behavioral competency” to be taught in
process-product, effective teaching program.
While holding short of the type of prescriptive approach
dictated in effective teaching, other researchers in the area of
reflective practice in teaching suggest that it is perfectly
appropriate to have criteria for reflective practice that are
measurable, and that indicate the acquisition of specified outcomes
(Leinhardt, 1990).

Following a more practical line, an emerging

view on reflective practice is that it is expedient for researchers on
reflective practice to provide potential disciples with some
evidence that these desirable, creative, yet non-observable
behaviors are in some manner connected to student outcomes that
are relevant and measurable (Kagan, 1990).
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The Future for Reflective Practice in Teaching
There are two conclusions from research on teaching...which I
am prepared to defend. The first is: When teachers or college
students have a chance to study their own teaching behavior
thoughtfully and have access to opportunities for practice and
appropriate subsequent analysis, the odds are very high that
they will change or modify their patterns of teaching behavior.
(Flanders, 1976, p. 170, as quoted in Cruickshank, 1987)
Recognizing the lack of general consensus on reflective
practice and the tenuous nature of the consensus that does exist,
some speculative conclusions from research on reflective practice
have been tentatively stated (Wildman et al. 1990):
1. Purposeful reflective practice in teaching is a learned
activity. Although some teachers find reflection to be a more
natural process than others, it can be nurtured in all practitioners.
2.

Reflective practice is more likely to occur within a context

that naturally encourages it, such as collegial dialogue. Conversely,
it is less likely to occur effectively as an individual activity.
3. Reflection is more likely to occur within groups who
operate in similar contexts and deal with similar issues.
4. In its abstract form, reflection is a difficult concept for
many teachers and administrators to understand. Explicit
examples of reflective practice must be captured so that the
elements of it can be effectively disseminated.
5. Because of the number and variety of constraints that are
present, public schools are difficult environments for reflective
practice to develop, especially the collegial aspects of it.
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6. Reflection can be a powerful tool for the professional
development of teachers. By the standards of some researchers,
real professional growth may be impossible without reflective
practice in teaching.
Opinions on the direction that the development of reflective
practice in teaching should take are probably as numerous as the
definitions of reflection itself. Each is based on its own definition
of knowledge, truth, and evidence. Highlighting but understating
the issue, Houston and Clift (1990) observed that at the present
time, the goals of reflective practice lack clarity.

However, they

accurately characterize the scope of the issue as an effort to provide
teachers with an issue- or problem-oriented approach to the
development of expertise in their profession as opposed to a
practical, technically oriented approach.
Erickson (1988) also sees this dichotomy that Schon (1983)
first theorized between a technical rational approach and a
reflective practice approach to teaching as a primary issue for
further exploration. He feels strongly that it should not be an
either/or situation. He proposes a research agenda that would
focus on: (a) discovering a valid and reliable way of having teachers
describe and make sense out of their classroom experience;

(b)

discovering the extent to which good teachers actually do utilize
reflection to direct their practice;

(c) investigating the specific

ways in which expert teachers use reflection to further improve
their practice;

and, (d) developing training methods that would
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incorporate the ways in which expert teachers utilize reflection, so
that the development of reflective practice can actively be
cultivated.
The nature of reflective practice in teaching is to have
knowledge actively constructed by those who use it. Vaughn (1988)
expressed an optimistic view of the potential of reflective practice
for positively impacting the profession of teaching in the future.
Although he recognized the diversity that exists among researchers
on the precise composition of reflective practice, he felt that this
type of approach has the most potential to move along the process
of improving schools and teaching, at a time when the driving force
to effect change is the teaching practitioner within the context of
the educational site (Vaughn 1988).
In a more pragmatic vein, Kagan (1990) felt that if reflective
practice in teaching is to survive as a model for the development of
training, it is absolutely essential that a connection be made
between the activities of reflective practice and positive student
outcomes. She argued that, since the improvement of student
achievement is the only side of good teaching that impacts the
public perception, political exigency, if nothing else, requires the
establishment of research based connections between the two.

She

referred to this connection as ecological validity, and insisted that
it does not have to be established in the form of a direct cause and
effect relationship.

It might simply be the firm establishment of

the degree to which the process generally impacts the context of

66

learning for the participants. In fact, she strongly expressed the
opinion that if such a creditable connection is not forthcoming, the
other questions and constraints in the very promising area of
reflective practice in teaching will never be substantially addressed,
much less answered (Kagan. 1990).
Reflective practice exemplifies the need for both reasoned
vision and meaningful strategies in bringing about positive changes
in schools. It presumes requisite skills and requires practical and
intuitive knowledge to be effective. It necessitates a vision of what
“ought to be” in the educational experience for students, teachers,
and the curriculum, and is tempered by a reasoned understanding
of the realistic possibilities that are available for the solution of
problems of practice (Vaughn 1988).
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CHAPTER III
DESIGN OF THE STUDY
Introduction
This section describes in detail the activities of the study and
the proposed methodologies for studying the problem.

It includes

a brief review of the literature relevant to the selection of an
approach to studying the problem. It contains a description of the
active and supportive participants in the study, proposes
techniques for gathering data and a process for dealing with the
data generated by the study.

Description of the Study
The purpose of this study is to examine how an on-going
process of structured reflective practice influences the subsequent
teaching decisions of experienced, in-service teachers.

It attempts

to explore and describe how teachers themselves perceive the
significance that seriously thinking about their own teaching
behaviors has on how they think about teaching in general, and why
they do what they do when they are teaching.
The method used to conduct the study incorporated a
multi-method, in-depth investigation of the experience of five early
childhood teachers as they engaged in a guided and purposeful
process of examining some of the beliefs they had about learners,
the curriculum, and the strategies they used in the context of their
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professional practice. The investigation began with a focused
interview designed to provide a “snapshot” of the beliefs that the
participants had about their current teaching. Prior to this
interview, subjects were given the opportunity to view a videotape
of a recent lesson they conducted with their students. With the
help of the videotape to stimulate their recall, they examined the
decisions they made during the lesson, and tried to relate those
decisions and other events of the lesson to some fundamental
beliefs they held about teaching. The extent to which they were
able to articulate their understanding about what they did, and
connect their teaching behaviors to the fundamental beliefs they
had about the teaching context, resulted in an initial indicator of
their capacity to utilize reflective practice in an effective manner.
Daily reflective practice sessions by the participating teachers
was an important component of the study. After the initial
interview, subject teachers were given a suggested format to review
their teaching practice. Although the format was open-ended, it
did specify the activity as one in which the teacher should think
about what she did when she was teaching, and why she did it, then
generate alternative choices she could have made during the
teaching event. Teachers were encouraged to evaluate all of their
recalled teaching decisions in this manner, focusing primarily on
those decisions that they felt worked out well.

Subjects were

required to maintain journals for the duration of the investigation in
order to facilitate this process. The journals served to stimulate
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recall for the daily informal reflective practice sessions and for the
culminating interview.
A third component of the study was the regular involvement by
the teachers with an early childhood “expert”.

This expert

observed in their classes on a regular basis and served as a resource
and facilitator to them during frequent, more formalized reflective
practice sessions. The role of the “expert” was not to inform the
practice of the participant teachers, but rather to assist them in the
process of discovering what they already knew and were practicing
intuitively.
The fourth component of the study was a second in-depth
interview between the researcher and the participants.

The

purpose of this interview was to record the perceptions of the
participants relative to the impact that the reflective practice
experiences had on them.

This interview explored in a different

way, the same general areas discussed in the first interview, and
the responses of the participants were evaluated to indicate
changes that may have occurred.
The final component of the study was a group meeting with all
of the participants in the training, the researcher, and the “expert”
who facilitated the reflective practice observation/dialogue sessions
during the training. At this time the participants were asked to
respond in writing to direct questions about the process of
reflective practice, and the degree to which they felt it had the
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potential to improve their teaching and the practice of teaching in
general.

Research Methodology
The purpose of this research was to examine how an on-going
process of structured reflective practice influenced the subsequent
teaching decisions of experienced, in-service teachers. A research
design that facilitated that process was necessary. The study
investigated a process which has been described as an effort to:
lOpen up] dialogue between teachers about actual teaching
experiences, but in a way that enables questions to be asked
about taken-for-granted, even cherished assumptions and
practices, the reformulation of alternative hypotheses for
action, and the actual testing of those hypotheses in classroom
situations. (Smyth, 1984, p. 63)
In her comprehensive review of over forty different studies,
Kagan (1990) described and critiqued all varieties of quantitative
approaches to the evaluation of teachers’ self-reflection and beliefs.
She concluded that because of the ambiguity surrounding the issue,
it is extremely difficult to evaluate reflective practice by teachers
using quantitative methodology. She observes that attempts to do
so appear to be, in fact, a carry-over from the “prescriptive fallout
from process-product research” (p. 458), and are inappropriate for
evaluating either the process or the results of an investigation of
teachers’ thinking and beliefs about their professional practice.
More recently she has stated that in relation to this issue, she has
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totally abandoned quantitative methodology (D. Kagan, personal
communication, December 4, 1990).
“The phrase qualitative methodology refers in the broadest
sense to research that produces descriptive data: people’s own
written or spoken words and observable behavior. ” (Taylor and

Bogdan, 1984, p. 5). This study involved the gathering of detailed
information about the events, interactions, and behaviors that occur
while teachers are teaching. The information was expected to
reflect the beliefs of the participants as they approached the
teaching context, and their thoughts as they actively engage in that
process. The data was collected in an open-ended format to allow
for consideration of the unique context that teachers create for
their professional practice. The data focused on relatively few
cases, but provided depth and detail about the experience and
perceptions of the participants involved in the study. The
evaluation of the data is descriptive, inductive, continuous, flexible,
and developmental. Clearly, when judged by the criteria articulated
by Patton (1980), the strategies needed to collect relevant data for
this investigation, and the process necessary to appropriately
evaluate that data, called for a qualitative methodology to be used.
The approach of this research was generally consistent with a
diverse group of qualitative studies that was referred to as studies of
“classroom ecology” by Shulman (1986).

The common theme of

those investigations was that teaching is a highly complex,
interactive activity which is context specific (Calderhead, 1989;
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Leinhardt and Greeno, 1986; McIntyre, 1988; Tom, 1985; Van
Manen, 1977). Because of this, differences that occur among
individual teachers are critically important. In this area, teachers
have, or should have, a significant role in the identification of
current knowledge, and the generation of future knowledge about
teaching and learning in classrooms. In response to this need,
Cochran-Smith and Lytle (1990), suggested that a new genre of
qualitative research was emerging that they referred to as teacher
research.

It calls for teacher/researchers to have proficient

competencies in the framing and definition of problems, research
design, and qualitative analysis. It places teachers at the center of
the “theory into practice” discussion, recognizing that they occupy
a key position in the dynamic process that determines whether or
not good ideas about teaching ever become a part of sound
professional teaching practice. It creates a real opportunity for the
voice of teachers to be heard in the ongoing dialogue of how the
educational environment should be construed for students.
Although this research is not proposed to prescriptively
conform to the paradigm of teacher research as elaborated by
Cochran-Smith and Lytle (1990), an effort was made in this study to
put the teacher/participants at the center of the process, so that,
as the study evolves, they were truly reflecting on their professional
practice as Schon (1983, 1987) envisioned it, that is, as an
intellectual process of framing and investigating problems that they
themselves identified.
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Since the study called for a research design that allowed for an
investigation of the individualized outcomes of the participants, a
thematic case study format was utilized. The experience of the five
participants, as recorded in in-depth interviews and teacher-made
journals were analyzed in relation to the consistent and common
perceptions and experiences they encountered. This was an
exploratory study, and the cases were selected in anticipation of
operational replication. The study examined multiple factors that
constituted the dynamic teaching context of the participants.

Subjects
A total of five subjects were chosen and studied in-depth for
this investigation from a group of in-service early childhood
teachers currently teaching in grades kindergarten through grade
two in three different public schools within the same school
system. The subjects were selected from a pool of twenty-three
early childhood teachers who participated during the 1990-91
school year in a training program: Implementing Developmentallv
Appropriate Practices. This program was a multi-session staff
development program designed to provide early childhood teachers
with a common knowledge base on important issues in early
childhood education. Although the program was not a
comprehensive effort to change or standardize the thinking of the
participants, it did provide a common reference which was solidly
grounded in developmental theory.
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Limiting participation in this

study to staff members who had voluntarily participated in that
training program increased the likelihood that the knowledge base
of the subjects was similar, allowing more of a focus on the beliefs
of the subjects within the teaching context.
Table 1 summarizes the background and experience of the
participants in the study. All of the participants had a significant
number of years of teaching experience, and all had taught at
multiple grade levels. Three of the five participants had taught in
their current assignment for an extended period: seven years. The
remaining two participants were novices, in their first or second
year of their current assignment.

Table 1 Participants in Reflective Practice Study: Summary of
background and experience.
Years in this Years in this Total years
System
Experience
Assignment

Participant/
teacher

Current
Grade

BA

K

7

21

21

SA

1

7

7

13

L.C.

1

2

11

14

KF.

1

7

7

12

I.L.

2

1

11

14

All of the participants in the study concentrated in elementary
education as an undergraduate major. Although they all had
experience in multiple grade-level assignments during their
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teaching careers, the full-time assignments for all of them involved
teaching students at the early childhood level.

Observer/Facilitator
This study utilized the participation of an observer/facilitator
(D.F.) who was an expert in the area of early childhood education.
There were three primary reasons for using this expert. First, as
an expert in the field of early childhood education, she was able to
engender a relationship with the participants based on a high level
of trust and professional respect. Because of the status of the
expert, the participant teachers were anxious to have her observe
in their classrooms on a regular basis, and were willing to discuss
their beliefs about the context of early childhood teaching in an
honest and straight-forward manner. This was important because
the researcher in this study normally functions in a supervisory role
to the participants. By having the structured reflective practice
sessions, in which considered, self criticism was a frequent and
productive occurrence, take place with a fellow practitioner acting
in a supportive, collegial relationship, the participants were much
more likely to feel comfortable about the process and benefit from
the results of it.
Second, the observer/facilitator served the very important
function of keeping the participants focused on meaningful issues
during the reflective practice sessions.
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She did not lead the

participants during these sessions, but rather guided the
participants in the process of self-discovery.
Finally, the participants in the study were personally very
familiar with the observer/facilitator who was involved in that the
observer/facilitator was the outside consultant who served as the
instructor in the very successful and well-received professional
development program previously mentioned.
The expectation was that the participation of the
observer/facilitator would support the subject teachers in the
potentially difficult initial stages of the effort, and encourage them
throughout the study to make the best use of the reflective practice
opportunities that were available to them.

Data Collection
When utilizing qualitative methodology, data collection seeks to
capture, in their own words, what the participants actually have to
say about a research issue. The data are open-ended so that the
personal meaning that participants ascribe to the events and
interactions within the full context of the experience under
investigation can be articulated. Qualitative methodology enables
the researcher to understand and record the perceptions of
participants on their own terms (Patton, 1980).

Consistent with

this goal, the two primary instruments used in this study were: the
guided, in-depth interview and participant journals.
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Qualitative, open-ended interviews can take one of three
formats:

the informal conversational interview, the general

interview guide approach, and the standardized open-ended
interview (Patton, 1980, p. 197).

For this research, a general

interview guide approach was used. The issues to be discussed
were outlined in advance of the interview.
Appendix E)

(See Appendix A and

During the interview itself, the researcher decided on

the sequence in which the issues were addressed and the time
allotted to each issue. This technique provided a vehicle which
ensured that a common set of issues were explored, and it was
flexible enough to allow for the introduction of the personal
perceptions of the respondents. The guide for the first in-depth
interview process (Appendix A) was developed by taking the
research questions of the study and designing an outline of topics
to be covered in the interviews based on issues related to those
questions.

The guide for the second in-depth interview (Appendix

E) at the conclusion of the experimental period was designed to
enable the participants to re-visit issues that were discussed during
the first interview and explore their emerging perceptions about
reflective practice and the impact of it on their teaching. The
interviews were tape recorded and transcribed for analysis.
The second major source of data for this study was a personal,
reflective journal that was updated on a daily basis by the
participants. The keeping of journals, which record the thoughts
and decisions of teachers in the teaching context, has consistently
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been cited as an effective method to stimulate the recall of
practitioners so they have accurate access to the information they
need to evaluate their performance (Berliner, 1988; Clark and
Peterson, 1986; Cruickshank, 1987; Simmons and Sparks, 1988).
After an initial discussion with the participants on the purpose of
the journals, the format and content of the journals was left to their
discretion. During the final in-depth interview, a summary of the
content of the journals, how they were used by the participants to
support reflective practice, and their impact on the thinking of the
participants was investigated by the researcher. During the course
of the study, the journals also served to provide raw data for the
reflective practice sessions that occurred both by the practitioner
herself, and with the observer/facilitator.
Yin (1984) suggested four tests of quality for the design of a
qualitative case study; construct validity, internal validity, external
validity, and reliability. At this data collection phase of the study,
construct validity was addressed by the inclusion of multiple
sources of data in the form of the in-depth interviews, the
participant journals, the observations of the observer/facilitator,
and the written responses provided by the participants. The use of
a thematic case study approach to organize and classify the data for
analysis, and the development of a case study data base as the
investigation proceeded contributed to the reliability of the
findings.
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X

Data Analysis
In qualitative research, data analysis is more than a procedure
for compiling the results of the investigation. Rather it is an
ongoing process of searching for meaning among available data,
revising, and searching for new or additional meaning (Taylor and
Bogdan, 1984). Consistent with this premise, preliminary analyses
took place after the initial interview, and continued on an evolving
basis throughout the study as new data became available.
The analysis was initially guided by the research questions
proposed for the study. However, since qualitative research is a
theory building process, the analysis was flexible enough to account
for the direction provided to the study by the teacher participants.
As the study progressed, it became clear that a categorization
system could be develop to record issues, perspectives, themes, or
other data that was similar across the multiple cases. Pattern
matching was used to assess the experience of the participant
teachers in relation to the positive results of reflective practice in
teaching that were indicated in previous research.
In scrutinizing the data for meaning that was valid and
potentially applicable to other similar contexts, the use of multiple
sources of data, triangulation, was employed whenever possible to
“guard against the accusation that a study’s findings are simply an
artifact of a single method, single data source, or single
investigator’s bias.” (Patton, 1980, p. 332).
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CHAPTER IV
RESEARCH FINDINGS
Introduction
The purpose of this study was to examine how an on-going
process of structured reflective practice influenced the subsequent
teaching decisions of experienced, in-service teachers.

It

attempted to explore and describe how teachers themselves
perceived the significance that seriously thinking about their own
teaching behaviors had on how they thought about teaching in
general, and why they did what they did when they were teaching.
This investigation and analysis of the thoughts of teachers was a
complex and subjective process in that it attempted to draw
meaning from non-observable behaviors. Teachers’ thoughts and
reflections cannot be directly assessed. Therefore, a variety of
techniques was used to stimulate the generation of several types of
descriptive language by the participants relative to the thinking
they did about their professional practice while they were engaged
in the study. Primary among these techniques were the use of
video taping to stimulate recall, the facilitation of thinking aloud
through regular sessions with a observer/facilitator who was a
content area expert, and the keeping of a daily journal by all
participants. Data for direct examination were generated by
in-depth interviews with each participant which were audio taped
and took place at the beginning and immediately at the end of the
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training period. To supplement these oral interviews, and to
provide an additional genre for input, participants submitted a final
written description of their perceptions about the impact of the
reflective practice training on their professional practice
subsequent to a group meeting with all participants which was held
two weeks after the training period was completed. Two
interviews by the investigator with the observer/facilitator provided
data which served as a check on the validity and reliability of the
accuracy of the perceptions that were provided by the participants.
In addition to the problems inherent in trying to study
non-observable behavior, the investigation of reflective practice is
further complicated by the challenge of evaluating the comparable
quality of different teachers’ reflections on teaching.

Kagan (1990)

has observed that, given the fact that reflection on practice occurs,
what constitutes good reflection, and what differentiates it from
bad reflection? If the quality of reflection cannot be determined,
then teacher thinking, even if it can be measured, is of little value
for application to practice. For these reasons, the findings of this
study are presented in two parts. The first part describes the
approach of the participants to reflective practice and their
evolving beliefs about it as defined by their immediate experience
during the course of the training. This section addresses those
issues noted above that have historically obfuscated the broad-based
study of reflective practice in teaching, and subsequently impeded
the practical applications of it to professional practice. The second

82

part presents findings that respond directly to issues raised by the
research questions proposed in Chapter I. It details the
perceptions of the participants in this study about the impact that
the reflective practice experience had on their teaching,
specifically in areas that previous research has indicated might
yield positive results from the regular use of reflective practice in
teaching.

The Reflective Practice Experience
The structure of the training described in this study has been
documented in Chapter III. The single prescription of the training
was that each participant regularly engage in thinking about
specific teaching decisions they had made during the day, with a
focus on the generation of alternative choices she could have made
relative to the event under consideration.

Participants were

required to maintain a journal to facilitate and record this activity.
They were also required to undergo regular observations by a
content area expert. These sessions were immediately followed-up
by a discussion session in which the facilitator/observer sought to
engage the participant in “real time” reflective practice activities.
Although formats for both the journal and the daily reflective
practice were suggested, it was left to the participant to
accommodate to the training in a way that complied with our
prescription, yet allowed her to personalize the experience.
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Developing Understanding: What Is Reflective Practice?
Grimmett, MacKinnon, Erickson, and Reicken, (1990) have
observed that the study of reflective practice in teaching is
essentially concerned with how practitioners interpret the
contextual events of their professional practice, especially those
events that are novel or perplexing to them. It is an attempt to
discern the meaning that teachers give to the events that occur in
their professional practice.

It is important, therefore, to discuss

the understandings that the participants in this study formed about
reflective practice in teaching as they participated in the activities
designed to elicit it.
The findings of the study indicated that during the course of
the training, all of the participants developed in a meaningful way
in their understanding of reflection and reflective practice.
Although the key components of reflective practice, as reiterated
above, were shared with the participants both in a group meetings
before the start of the training, and individually prior to the initial
in-depth interview, it took varying amounts of time during the
training for them to come to terms with the specific behaviors
needed to effectively engage in reflective practice as defined for the
study. At the outset of the training, the participants typically felt
that they understood what it meant to be reflective about their
practice, and further, that they practiced it on an ongoing basis.
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K.F. stated:
I believe that over the years I have been engaging in reflective
practice without having labeled it as such. I have, in the past,
reviewed what has gone on in my classroom, be it for content
area or behaviors. I have often questioned the ‘why’ of what
works and what doesn’t.
At the conclusion of the training she remarked, “I think the
training was in valuable....The recent (training) experience of
reflective practice has intensified and sharpened my reflection.

It

has made me look more closely at the positive as well as the
negative aspects of what I do.”
Perhaps the best characterization of the understanding
developed by the participants was given by B.A. during the second
interview:
In general, I’d have to say I found it a very rewarding
experience, and I’m coming away from the experience feeling
changed. And I didn’t quite really expect that to happen in
some of the ways that it did happen. I’ve always done a lot of
reflective thinking on my own, just in the process of evaluating
myself as a teacher and the lessons that I do. We were trained
to do that when we went through our college experiences in
preparation for teaching. But I found that in this process, it
was different. I don’t know if it was because I was doing a
journal as well, that it caused me to really stop and totally
reflect on what I was doing and give further input into it. I
found myself questioning things that, at points, I would think I
would never have questioned in my experience.

I consider

myself an open-minded person, but yet I found myself
questioning things that ordinarily I would not question. And I
felt that was good, because in order for change to happen, and

85

I think we’re always changing, you have to be open-minded and
it’s good to look at what you do and try to see why you do it,
and if, in fact, you should continue to do it that way. At first,
when you suggested that we look at things to see how we could
do them differently, my initial thinking was, well, if it’s
working, why would you want to look at it differently. And yet,
in reflection, I found that, in fact I was looking at it differently
and saying, yes, it did work, but it could work in other ways,
and maybe even better emphasis added]. I felt that was a very

positive thing to have happened.
Of the five teachers in the study, the teacher with the least
experience, I.L. seemed to have the most difficulty coming to an
understanding of what was meant by reflective practice. However,
at the completion of the training, she clearly demonstrated an
evolving perception:
I think in the past, I was doing reflecting in my mind....When I
did it in the past, I would say, gee, that didn’t work out. I’m
not going to do that again. I think now I say, “Gee, that didn’t
work, I wonder why, maybe there’s something else I could
have done.” So that’s the difference. I think I just took it
another step.
And:
I think that it’s just more automatic now. I always did think
about the things that I did during the day, but I think about it
differently. I might try to think about it like, “Oh, that went
well, maybe we could take it step further”, or, “maybe they’re
ready for the next step.” Or if it didn’t go well, I could change
it, because I had thought about different ways to do it.
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In final analysis, the understanding of the participants as to
what reflective practice meant to them differed at the end of the
training, but it is clear that their understanding of it was developing
along closely similar lines. Previous to the training, they all felt that
they were reflective about their professional practice on a regular
basis. In point of fact, however, when they did think about the
teaching they had done, it was inevitably focused on those events
that had not gone well, and were therefore elevated to their
conscious thinking by virtue of the fact that they stood out from the
regular circumstances of their teaching. This training caused them
to focus on the full range of events that occurred within their
teaching context with a special emphasis on those events that had
progressed satisfactorily and were frequently performed intuitively.
They all worked on this task and found it to be a positive
experience. While all of them were critically looking at the positive
aspects of their teaching by the end of the training, only three of
the five participants had progressed to the point where they were
expending significant effort on actually generating alternatives to
the good teaching they were scrutinizing through the reflective
practice approach. It appears as if that capability is developmental
in nature, and that the other participants had not progressed to
that stage of competence during the formal training period.
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Evolving Evidence of Reflective Practice During the Training
All of the teachers in the study stated that they engaged in
daily structured reflective practice during the course of the training
period and that it was a positive and productive experience for
them. However, reflection is a personal process, so, the manner in
which it occurs for the individual practitioner can be useful in
forming opinions about the quality of reflection that occurred and
the possible application of that process to other practitioners.
Although a later section of these findings addresses the research
question of how reflective practice may have made the intuitive
teaching decisions of the participants more explicit to them, this
section discusses the tangible evidence which supported the direct
statements by the participants that structured reflective practice
did take place. It also reviews the general impact that the process
had on the participants.
Three sources of data from the training are used to
demonstrate that reflective practice did occur: (a) statements from
the participants which specifically identify reflective practice in
action, (b) implications drawn from the increasing facility of the
participants to discuss their reflective practice experience, and (c)
the conclusions of the observer/facilitator based on her classroom
observations and subsequent discussions with the participants.
Statements from participants identifying reflective practice
activities.

In the initial set of in-depth interviews, which occurred

at the beginning of the reflective practice training, but after the
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participants had an opportunity to view a videotape of one of their
own teaching events, there were no statements by any of the
participants in the training which indicated that they engaged in
reflective practice activities as a part of their regular routine of
professional practice. While the participants did assert that in
reviewing past lessons or planning future ones they took their
recent experience into account, it was invariably their negative
experiences, the parts of the teaching that did not go well, that was
the focus of their review. They did not routinely examine the
successful elements of their teaching events or scrutinize the
intuitive or “automatic” aspects of their teaching, but rather took it
for granted. It is clear that during the course of this reflective
practice training, all of the participants began to change their
behavior in this regard. K.F. stated:
The reflection made you stop and think, what am I doing and
why am I doing it. And what is its benefit. Is it necessary to do
55 math papers to see if these kids know addition and
subtraction, or could you do 10 problems and if they seem to
have it under control, could you just spot check for the skill.
You know, “Why am I doing it. Is it beneficial, and who is
benefiting?” What do you want the children to learn.
During her second interview, B.A. talked about how she
changed her outlook and how it initially effected her:
It’s a little unnerving. I’ll tell you, to look at things that are
going well, and say, “Now, how could I pick this apart?” I
think, for myself, when things go well you just want to say
great, that’s wonderful, it went well and I can move on from
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here. It was kind of frightening in a sense that you were
looking at the good parts and trying to find “bad” in them. But
that was OK. Not necessarily “bad”, but things that could be
done differently.
Focusing on her use of the journal as a vehicle for the process
of reflective practice, S.A. exemplified the routine that most of the
participants engaged in daily:
So, for me, it [the journal] served the purpose that I originally
felt it was provided to me for, that it gave me that, it
demanded of me that twenty minutes, and it usually ran over
that, that I sit down and focus on the day, focus on some of the
children, focus on my methods and say, what went well and
what do I need to work on. And I used it that way. It was a
useful tool.But I now find that I think more reflectively, it just
gave me that pattern.
From the statements above, it seems that different teachers in
the training tended to focus on different aspects of their intuitive
teaching behaviors on which to reflect. Two of them focused on
their beliefs about students and how they learn best, and two
seemed to focus on their personal philosophy of teaching and the
role of the teacher. The fifth participant in the study seemed to
focus more on her personal value system and how that impacted
her teaching context.

In spite of these varied initial foci, which, in

fact, seemed to fade as the training progressed, all of the
participants appeared to be moving toward a common, yet personal
understanding of reflective practice and the potential of it help
them reach a clearer understanding of their professional
experience.

90

Implications drawn from the increasing facility of the
participants to discuss their experience. As an initial activity of the
training, all of the participants were videotaped while teaching a 45
minute lesson of their own choosing.

Prior to the initial interview,

they were all instructed to review the tape because it would be
discussed at that time. Subsequently, the first part of the interview
provided the participants with an open-ended opportunity to
describe the lesson and review the instructional strategies that they
employed during the taped lesson. Additionally, at a later point in
the initial interview, all of the participants were asked to:
“Describe some teaching strategies that you feel are very effective
with your students.”
The statements of the participants in the initial set of
interviews at the beginning of the training period, contain
surprisingly few references to specific strategies that they used
during their taped lesson. While they were all able to accurately
recall the factual events and activities of the lesson, four out of five
of them did not associate those activities with the notion of
instructional strategies planned by them and included to achieve a
desired impact on the learning of their students.

Perhaps even

more significant was the fact that when asked to comment, in
general, on instructional strategies that were effective for them in
dealing with students, all of them had difficulty in coming up with
one or two that they felt would work. Unlike any other question
that was asked during any of the interviews, there was a universal
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(and frequently protracted) pause while the participants scoured
their conscious thoughts for a reply to this question. It was clear
from the taped teaching events, and their own description of what
they were doing on the tapes, that all of the teachers in the training
utilized multiple instructional strategies during the course of their
taped lesson. This is not surprising since all of the participants
were very experienced and highly rated teachers.

However, even in

the context of the lesson which they had just planned, delivered,
and reviewed, they had a very difficult time isolating these teaching
decisions. Further, as difficult as it was for them to identify specific
strategies from their taped lesson, it seemed almost impossible for
them to identify effective teaching strategies in isolation, that is,
out of the context of an actual teaching event.
In contrast, data collected after the training period, after the
participants had engaged in a regular and purposeful analysis of
their teaching behavior and decisions, contained many more
references to instructional strategies in the discussion of the
teachers about their classroom practice.

Prior to the second

interview, participants were asked to review the tape of the lesson
they had delivered at the beginning of the training. Although the
guide for this second interview called for a similar review of the
strategies issue as occurred in the first interview, the questions
related to strategies were usually unnecessary. Invariably during
data collection subsequent to the training, the participants
referred, without prompting and in a meaningful way, to multiple
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types of instructional strategies they had used during the taped
lesson, or were using and evaluating through reflective practice in
their daily lessons. I.L. characterized the general reactions of the
participants subsequent to reviewing their taped lesson at the
conclusion of the reflective practice training:
I looked at it (the videotaped lesson) yesterday. The first time
I looked at it, I remember saying that I thought I would just go
“shhh” too often, and the second time I looked at it, I didn’t
think I did that at all. It was completely different. The latest
time I looked at it, I think I was watching the children more
than what I was doing. I was watching them. And then I
started to write down the skills that were taught in that lesson.
And I found so many, it was unbelievable. We did predicting,
we had written cloze, we did phonics, we did grammar, they
had to choose which word is correct, we did synonyms, they
had to come up with synonyms for ferocious, robber, barrel, we
did a lot of, ‘what makes sense’, what do you think will come
next, we read chorally, they wrote independently, we used
pictures clues to predict, and the modeling that I was doing
with the writing. They were seeing all that, so there was a
heck of a lot in one video.
S.A. had a similar observation:
But no. I’ve watched myself since then (the initial viewing of
the tape), sort of my subconscious self, and I thought, no, that’s
right, that’s the way I work on a regular basis. But I hadn’t
been aware of the different types of strategies. I mean I even
sat down with my journal and wrote them down, because I was
just amazed, and so it was really a very positive experience.
As other themes from this study are developed, further
evidence of this explicit awareness of what is occurring during the
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teaching event will be presented. This increasing awareness of a
range of instructional strategies and how they connect to the
learning that occurs during a lesson is viewed by this investigator as
meaningful evidence that reflective practice did occur and shows a
common and desirable effect of it across a varied group of teachers.
The conclusions of the observer/facilitator. The role of the
observer/facilitator and her impact on the development of the
effective use of reflective practice will be discussed in the next
section of the findings. However, at this point, her observations of,
and experience with the participants are useful to support the
contention that reflective practice, as defined for this study, did
take place among the participants.
It is the definitive statement of the observer/facilitator, D.F.
that she observed “...many concrete examples of reflective practice
during the duration of the study.” In working with the
participants, she felt that:
Our conversations seemed to jostle, if I might use that word
jostle, connections in their mind-brain system. Our
conversation acted as a stimulant for growth and discovery.... It
was for some of them a peeling back, a peeling off of layers to
get at a closer look at what they do.
The implications of this perspective are important and will be
discussed further below. However, on the issue of the occurrence
of reflective practice, her firm belief was that all of the participants
in the study applied themselves diligently to the task. However,
the amount of “peeling ofF which was necessary for each
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participant to do to get to the point of “growth and discovery,”
varied.

If this is true, the ability to effectively utilize reflective

practice could be a developmental process that proceeds through
stages that are dependent on multiple variables related to readiness
and the ability of the individual teacher to respond to the
opportunity.

Using the Components of Reflective Practice Training:
Personalizing the Model
The training model for this study of reflective practice had
several discrete components. The initial activity was an
instructional lesson planned and delivered by each participant. The
lesson was videotaped for the participant. Each participant then
critiqued the lesson on her own and, as part of an initial in-depth
interview, answered questions about her perception of events that
occurred during the lesson. All participants were required to do
daily structured reflective practice. Although a format for the
reflective practice activity was provided (Appendix B), the use of it
was suggested, not prescribed. Each participant was also required
to keep a daily journal. As with the reflective practice activity, a
format for the journal was suggested (Appendix C) but the form and
content of the journal itself was left to the personal discretion of
the participant. A fourth component of the training was a regular
meeting with the observer/facilitator.

These meetings took place

about once every ten days during the training for each participant.
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D.F., the observer/facilitator, would sit in on a scheduled lesson
delivered by the participant.

Immediately following the lesson, a

substitute teacher would take the class of the participant while she
discussed the events of the lesson with the observer/facilitator
from the perspective of the reflective practice model.
These multiple components to the reflective practice training
were provided because of the personal nature of the activity in
which the participants were being asked to engage—thinking.

In

recognition of the fact that this common activity is likely prompted
most efficiently through different means in different individuals,
this variety of opportunities to think, and variety of thought
stimulators was included as an important component of the training
model. The statements of the participants in the training clearly
show that they all engaged in all of the activities provided in the
training. Their reflection on their teaching practice was, for the
most part, the wholistic product of their thinking as stimulated by
all of the activities in which they engaged. In fact, all of the
participants expressed the opinion that the multiple components of
the training complemented each other well and were integral to
the overall success of the training. B.A. responded typically on this
issue:
Yes, I thought they (the various components) were very
integral, and each component was needed in order for the
whole process to be successful. I wouldn’t want to do it
without the dialogue. I wouldn’t want to do it without the
journal. For me, all of those components were very important.
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I guess overall. I’d have to say they were equally important
because even though I enjoyed the dialog and needed that
feedback, the journal writing was very important to me as an
individual because it really made me stop and think.
S.A. extended that concept by specifying her belief about the
positive way in which the components meshed:
I think the whole was greater than the sum of the parts. It all
worked very well.

I don’t know whether the program you put

together is entirely new and different than any other program
that’s ever been put together before, but I think it worked very
well. I think the journal helped me on an everyday basis, (D.F.)
came in and gave me a shot of adrenaline being in my
classroom once a week, and then again another shot of
adrenaline when you visit with her. But the journal for me was
the one consistency throughout the whole program. I thought
it all worked very well together.
Although there was general agreement that all of the
components of the training were necessary and integrated well.
There were interesting differences among the participants in how
they interacted with the various components. Because of the
personal nature of the reflective practice process, they frequently
demonstrated a preference for certain components of the training
as being more effective for them than others in promoting
reflective practice in specific situations. This section of the
findings examines each component of the training, and how the
individual participants used them to provoke the reflective thinking
they engaged in about their teaching.
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Review of Training Component:

Videotaped Instruction

The videotaping of an instructional lesson was the initial
activity of the reflective practice training. It was included as an
activity in the training for two primary reasons: (a) to give the
participants an opportunity to objectively view their professional
practice, and (b) to provide a vehicle for discussion about the
teaching of each participant, viewed from their perspective.
Prior to this training, none of the participants had ever been
videotaped in the process of teaching an instructional lesson.
Although they generally reported some initial anxiety about the
prospect of being taped, all of the participants in the training
reported that the videotaping exercise was a positive experience.
KF. stated:
I think it (the videotaping) was worthwhile.

I think other

people—if they had that opportunity—I think they would be
surprised at what they are doing, because we have to focus on
what the kids are doing most of the time.
Beyond this generally positive feeling, the participants
recognized that the videotape helped them to become more aware
of events that occurred during their lesson. L.C. stated:
Well, I think what I saw is that I was being successful in
achieving the goals that I have, in having a classroom feeling
the way ours is. But I know that sometimes, you think things
are going one way and, you can only look from behind your own
eyeballs. But seeing the tape, I didn’t realize that we had so
much happening there.
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S.A. observed:
Well, one of the things that I was so amazed about when I sat
down and watched the video was the constant reaffirmation,
constant refocusing. Always very positive, but I was absolutely
incredulous at how many—and I did, I finally—the third time I
watched the tape—I counted the number of different ways that
I refocused the kids, that I changed what I was doing so that I
could get their attention to what I was doing, that I involved
them in what I was doing.
Another type of awareness struck I.L.:
There was one example (on the tape) when I asked a student if
he would please move—I didn’t want him sitting next to
another talking, and I did want him to come sit next to me.
And then when I looked later in the tape, I realized he didn’t
move! He stayed right where he was! I was wondering, how
many times does that happen, when you ask them to move and
you get right back into what you’re doing, and you don’t even
check to see if they moved. I thought that was kind of funny.
A similar theme that emerged was that the tape provided a
form of affirmation for teaching decisions which the participants
did not fully realize, yet felt was important. B.A. reported such an
example of this:
Not thinking about it (a distracting incident that occurred
while she was in the middle of a lesson) as it was being taped,
in retrospect, afterward, I thought my, I really went off into a
tangent there, never really intending to do so, but, yet, it was a
necessary tangent, because what I found that I was doing was
something that I probably do quite often, and that is, if
something arises during the day that I feel needs more
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attention, or needs to be addressed at the moment, I will drop,
or let go of what I have in mind, and address that first.
Those participants who did a thorough review of the same tape
again at the conclusion of the training, all felt that they had come to
a much clearer understanding of the events of their teaching
context as a result of that review and analysis. S.A. summed up the
perceptions of these participants in a statement made during her
second interview:
Absolutely. I wasn’t as nervous watching it (the videotape—at
the conclusion of the training). I wasn’t as anxious is probably
the better word. I just sat back and looked at it and said yes,
the things I did well I did well, and I was much more gentle
with myself. I wasn’t as critical. I felt I handled that the best I
could, and I felt much more positive when I looked at it the
second time.

I knew when I watched it the first time that I

did a good job, but I was also very critical of myself. Then
when I watched it last night, I said. Oh, I did that, that was
good.
It appears that the use of the videotaped lesson in this training
had a positive impact in encouraging the development of reflective
practice among the participants. Its primary value as an initial
activity, was that it made the participants sensitive to the fact that
they clearly were not and could not be explicitly aware of all the
events that occur within their teaching context. This frame of
mind served as appropriate preparation for the primary task of
reflective practice, that is, to become aware of the intuitive
decisions they make in the course of teaching.

However, the

usefulness of the videotaping in this training was limited to
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developing that awareness in the participants. There are no
statements from any of them to indicate that they utilized the taped
incident as a practical vehicle to generate additional alternatives to
the intuitive teaching decisions they made during the lesson under
consideration. Rather than look back at this previous teaching,
they much preferred to analyze their most recent teaching
episodes, even though the data they had to work with were very
limited compared to that which was provided by the videotape.

Review of Training Component: Daily Journal
All of the subjects in the study were required to maintain daily
journals for the duration of the investigation. The purpose of the
journals was to stimulate recall for personal, informal reflective
practice sessions, for the regular sessions with the
observer/facilitator, and for the in-depth summative interview with
the investigator. Appendix D lists suggestions for the daily journal
that were offered to the subjects by the observer/facilitator prior to
the start of the training, however, the format and content of the
journals was left to the personal discretion of the subjects.
This section of the findings focuses on how the journals were
used by the participants, the general impact that keeping a journal
had on the thinking of the subjects, and the role of the journals in
supporting reflective practice by the subjects.
The previous experience of the subjects in keeping personal
journals, varied about as much as it could. Among the five
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participants in the study were a virtuoso in K.F., who has always
kept a journal, and a neophyte in I.L., whose statement prior to the
training was, “I am not a ‘journal person’.” The other participants
fell at intervals between the two, with no two of them at the same
level either in terms of their experience in writing journals or their
attitude about the value of committing one’s previous thoughts and
actions to writing. In view of her initial observation, the statements
of I.L. at the conclusion of the training are informative:
I think what I learned, I was not really a journal person. I
didn’t know that that would help so much. Writing thoughts
down, by writing one thing, it just leads to another. You just
don’t know what’s going to come from going in that direction.
I found from doing it, that journal writing is important. It does
help.
And later she stated: “I found the training valuable and can't
stress enough the importance of the daily journal writing.” L.C., the
only other subject who had some difficulty with the journal aspects
of the training, described her personal struggle in coming to terms
with the task:
My own joumal--I have a hard time having my hands keep up
with my mind. It’s just plain frustrating, because you have so
much you want to say, but it’s the agony of the writing. I know
I can be messy in there, but it’s just frustrating to—who has a
half hour to sit and luxuriate over your journal? I mean, it’s a
fact of life. But I do believe in the importance of having a
journal. I found that a lot of my personal life came into the
journal, because that’s how I live. I’m one person. So, I guess
journal writing is great. I think it’s hard to write it. I think
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maybe talking into a tape recorder could be a possible out on
that if you could just put your thoughts into a tape recorder, I
don’t know.
L.C. was the only subject in the study who did not refer back on
a regular basis during the training to the entries she had made in
her journal. She used it as a dynamic tool to stimulate her current
thought process, but clearly did not use it as a tool to facilitate
either an in-depth analysis of her teaching or the generation of
alternative teaching decisions to those she made during the course
of her day. Both of these are key aspects of reflective practice that
the training sought to elicit from the subjects.
The issue of the time it took to do the journal was on the
minds of several of the subjects. Even those who felt the activity to
be very helpful were concerned about their ability to find the time
to continue it as a part of their regular routine. B.A., a subject who
understood the role of the journal in the process and benefited
from it, also felt that at least some of the same benefits would
accrue if she did it a different way:
I found the practice of journal writing was so positive that I
felt, on my way home, if can’t continue to do this in writing, at
least on my trip home every day it would be a good time to at
least turn off the radio and just reflect in my mind. I usually do
that, but now I do it with a different perspective. Because now
I’m really looking at the actual activity and saying how could I
make it better. No more, what was wrong with it, but, how
could I make it better.

103

She was also the first subject to articulate what could be an
important by-product of the reflective practice process to some
individuals:
The process (journal writing) I enjoyed. I also found it was
helpful in releasing the frustrations that I tend to feel as the
day goes on, my interactions with youngsters, with colleagues,
with the interruptions that go on during the school day. It was
therapeutic for me to sit down and be able to write that out and
give it some perspective.... So, for me, the journal became a
therapeutic measure. I really enjoyed that to the point that I
would like to continue doing it.
This concept, that is, the possible therapeutic value of
reflective practice activities, will be discussed in more detail in a
later section of this study.
The predominant theme around the use of the journal that
developed among the subjects was the impact of the journal on
helping them to more clearly understand the decisions they made
while they were teaching along with the contextual factors that led
them to making those decisions. K.F. exemplified her maturity in
using a journal to support reflection on her practice when she
observed:
I always keep a journal, so it wasn’t something brand new to
me. I found it beneficial because, in the span of a week, I could
look back and see if there were any patterns that had
developed. And the way I used the journal for this reflective
teaching was, I tried to look at something different every day.

I

don’t think it’s as beneficial, unless you do something like that.
If you just look at your total day you become very vague. But if
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you’re looking for something specific, it works well, and that’s
how I approached it. I don’t think anybody looks at last year’s
lesson plan and says, I starred this, this works well. But the
journal helps me put in perspective what the students need at
the time.
Citing similar perceptions, S.A. stated:
It (the journal) was very helpful to me in organizing my
thoughts about children. I was saying, you know, this part of
my lesson, went well today. Which I was surprised about
because I thought, most days, unless I’m sitting down to write
in that journal, I would say, “Oh well, this didn’t go well, but
this did.” And in my journal I was saying, “This went well, and
this went well, and this went well, but this didn’t go so well.”
It was just the opposite way of looking at it. It was a real
positive way of looking at your day.
When reviewing her perceptions of the impact of all of the
separate components of the training, S.A. concluded:
I think the journal probably is, in the long run, the most
helpful because you have it with you. You can go back and re¬
read. I found that helpful because I picked up things that I
hadn’t seen before, and trends. There were things that I said
almost every day about my classroom, and I think that was
tremendously helpful. Even though I think it was hard
sometimes, I think the journal was the most effective part.
The perception of the teachers in this study was that keeping
the daily journals was a positive experience in several ways. It was a
way to bring perspective to the activities of the day so that a clearer
and more objective understanding of what occurred would be
explicit to the writer. For some participants it had a therapeutic
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effect in that it allowed for a release of frustrations and anxiety that
may have built up during the day. All of the participants identified
the journal as the primary mechanism through which they engaged
in the activity of reflective practice as outlined in Appendix B.
However, the subjects* perception in this area, their perception
about using their journal to analyze their teaching and generate
alternative teaching decisions that could have been made, is
supported directly in the statements of only three of the five
participants. The other two seemed to perceive that they were
doing something that their direct statements did not indicate they
were doing.
It was the strong belief of the observer/facilitator that the
subjects did in fact use the journals to drive their reflective
practice activity.

Her experience from meeting with the subjects

and talking to them was:
The journals acted as a key stimulant, they (the participants)
reported.

I know from my conversations with them, from

taping it, from their direct telling me when I ask directly, that
the journals helped them make connections, to delve further
into what was important for them in the classroom.
To summarize, it seems clear that as the reflective practice
training progressed, and the subjects engaged in the task of writing
a journal on a daily basis and with a specific purpose, their
proficiency increased, the task got easier, and they developed some
similar attitudes about the potential of the journal writing activity to
impact their thinking about various aspects of the teaching they do.
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Review of Training Component:

Reflective Practice Activity

As originally conceived, one component of this training
provided a model for reflective practice activity that was somewhat
prescriptive (Appendix B).

Participants were instructed to go

through a structured sequence of thinking whereby they would first
conceptualize what had occurred during a teaching event, then
analyze it, and generate alternatives to the decisions they made at
the time they were teaching the lesson. Prior to the start of the
formal training period, two informational meetings were held with
the participants. During these meetings, the components of the
training were presented to the subjects and discussion occurred
about the role of each component of the training. Because of the
fact that the activities of the training were presented as separate
and alternative means of engaging in reflective thought about
teaching, the expectation was that at least some of the participants
would utilize the Format For Reflective Practice Activity as a
discrete process for that activity. The reason for this expectation
was that, more than any other component of the training, the
Format For Reflective Practice Activity provided a structured
formula and process to achieve the goal of the training: follow the
four steps of the process and effective reflective practice would
occur. This expectation was further enhanced by the fact that, for
all of the participants, reflective practice, as defined in this study,
was a novel endeavor. It seemed reasonable to anticipate that when
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approaching a task essentially for the first time, the participants
would adhere to a formula that was offered on the basis that it
would enable them to be successful in the task.
It can be unequivocally stated that none of the participants in
the study used the Format For Reflective Practice Activity in this
isolated, formula-like, cause-and-effect manner. While considerable
evidence has been presented to clearly establish the fact that all of
the participants incorporated the essentials of reflective practice
into their thinking about their teaching, all of them did it in a
unique and personal way, and incorporated it in a wholistic manner
with the other activities of the training which were designed to
encourage reflective practice. At the end of the training period, it
was the firm conclusion of the observer/facilitator that: “Teachers
did do the structured reflective practice on a daily basis, but not as
a discrete activity. They incorporated it into their journals, their
daily practice and routines, and the discussion sessions with me.”
When asked directly about the manner in which they used the
Format For Reflective Practice Activity, the participants responded
correctly that, while they understood it was offered as a distinct
component of the training, they believed that, as long as they
incorporated the essential features of it, they were free to utilize it
at their discretion in the overall process of engaging in reflective
practice on their teaching. In this sense, it was not an issue for the
participants, and so their direct statements about it are not
informative. However, because of the implications for future
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applications in using the Format For Reflective Practice Activity it is
instructive to examine why this most structured and
straight-forward approach to reflective practice was not utilized as
a singular tool by the participants in the study. Two possible
explanations are discussed in this section.
One conjecture is that the Format For Reflective Practice
Activity, as presented to the participants at the outset of the
training, may have been too difficult for them to use efficaciously as
a discrete approach during the relatively short twelve week training
period. The Format delineated a thought process that was
disciplined and highly focused. While all of the participants in the
training developed their thinking along these lines during the
training, none of them were mature in this activity at the outset of
the process. B.A. characterized the anxiety that the participants in
the study had about using the Format process:
It’s a little unnerving. I’ll tell you, to look at things that are
going well, and say now, how could I pick this apart. I think,
for myself, when things go well you just want to say great,
that’s wonderful, it went well and I can move on from here.
S.A. spoke directly about the manner in which she dealt with
the challenge:
I used (the observer/facilitator’s) questions predominantly for
the journal. I found the reflective practice questions very
difficult. Maybe because it was the end of the day, I don’t
know. Maybe because they were looking for so much detail. I
did ultimately use sort of a combination of the two.
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Although it may seem like an elementary task, to follow a
structured Format For Reflective Practice Activity, the ability of an
individual teacher to think about her teaching behavior in this
reflective, analytical manner seems to be developmental.

In

recognition of this, it may be important in future studies to spend
more time with the participants at the outset of the training on this
component and its role in the overall process.
There is a second explanation, rooted in recent research, for
the inability, or resistance, of the participants to utilize the Format
For Reflective Practice Activity as a practical and accessible tool for
generating critical thought about one’s teaching. By virtue of its
structured and sequential array, the Format For Reflective Practice
Activity is essentially prescriptive. As noted above, it implies a
cause-and-effect relationship between the process and effective
thinking about one’s professional practice.

Recent research,

however, suggests that reflective practice in its best form is an
artful endeavor, and as such it has evolved far beyond the earlier
notion of the teacher as a technician (Kagan, 1988; Wildman, Niles,
Magliaro and McLaughlin, 1990; Yinger, 1990). Viewed from this
perspective, reflective practice is dynamic and multidimensional.
As teachers accumulate more and more knowledge and experience,
their intuitive understanding of the teaching context becomes more
complex, and the problem solving strategies that they are capable
of generating become more sophisticated (Kagan, 1988).
Reflection on practice as prescribed by the Format For Reflective

110

Practice Activity may have been directly or intuitively perceived by
the participants in this study to be overly technical, forced, and
artificial. While they enthusiastically embraced the opportunity
within the training to regularly and critically reflect on their
teaching decisions, they insisted by their actions, on doing it in a
personal way within the context of their natural thinking process
and style.

Review of Training Component: Observer/Facilitator
As conceived for this training, the primary role of the
observer/facilitator was to meet regularly with the participants and
engage them in the process of reflective thought about a teaching
event that had just taken place. Great care was taken by the
observer/facilitator to adhere to this task for the majority of the
time she spent with each observer. This was difficult at times,
especially near the beginning of the training, because there was a
tendency on the part of the participants to elicit formative and
evaluative comments from the observer/facilitator on elements of
the teaching event that had been observed. However, there is every
indication from the data that the observer/facilitator did an
excellent job of focusing on the experimental purpose of the
sessions for the majority of the time she spent with the
participants.

In response to their desire for “expert” input from

the observer/facilitator, she did provide direct information to them
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at the end of some sessions, and scheduled other sessions with
them that were outside of the training process.
Although the observations of the participants were similar in
that they were scheduled in advance and immediately followed by
the reflective practice sessions, the specific manner in which the
observer/facilitator worked with each participant varied to some
degree. For example, during the course of the training, sessions
were scheduled at various times throughout the day, and each
participant was observed at the beginning of the day, during the
middle of the day, and at the end of the day. However, aside from
this structural consistency, the lesson being observed was left to
the discretion of the participant. It is interesting to note that as
the training progressed, all of the participants sought to plan the
subsequent observations cooperatively with the observer/facilitator
around some (frequently loose) theme they were trying to explore
in their own professional practice.
The depth of thinking about their teaching varied among
participants. K.F. expressed the most typical reaction to the
sessions:
She (the observer/facilitator) was a good resource, she was a
good listener, but I think what she did is, she facilitated. I
think she realized that we had a lot of our own answers and we
just didn’t know it. And through her questions and just her
reiterating what we had said, she clarified what we were
thinking, and made us realize that we did have the
answer....She was pulling from our own abilities. And so, she
facilitated a lot. Her questions were, I don’t think if anybody
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were walking by heard her would say, “Gee, this is a
consultant.”
S.A. talked about how the sessions worked with her:
She always gave me plenty of time to talk about my feelings
about the classroom, what I thought went well, what I was
excited about. No matter what, there was always plenty of time
to talk, she listened, and then she would ask questions that
would help me think about things from a different point of
view.
She also talked about the impact the sessions had:
She (the observer/facilitator) was a tremendous help to me, in
that her listening skills are so good, she sat and listened to me
and gave it back to me, you know, reflective listening, gave it
back to me. She would give suggestions, but not until they
were asked for. And her purpose of coming, to make us feel
more positive about ourselves, to make us look at our teaching
and realize that we were good teachers, was absolutely
accomplished.

So, she helped a lot in my reflective thinking,

so that when I went in and wrote in the evening, I was able to
incorporate her comments. I was looking back at my journal
last night, and on the days when she came to visit me, I wrote
more, and I incorporated what she had said to me and
incorporated what had gone on in the classroom. It was
tremendously helpful.
Only one participant in the study seemed to have significant
difficulty with the facilitative role of the observer/facilitator. The
responses of L.C. in the interviews clearly indicate that she
constantly pressed the observer/facilitator for solutions to problems
rather than dialogue with her to discover the solutions she had
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within herself. The observer/facilitator worked hard to move her
in this direction, but with limited success. Illustrative of this, is a
statement made by L.C. at the conclusion of her explanation of the
role played by the observer/facilitator:
She’s a very good listener. That one day when I just sort of
went on and on, she listened a lot on that particular day, she
actually made some suggestions of what I might try to move in
the direction that I wanted to move in....She gave me the rough
idea, I thought about it, and I tried some things. What she did
is told me what other people had done, which I think is really
nice. I think that part of the training was the best for me, was
to be able to talk with someone who is knowledgeable, who is
non-judgmental, who is there for you.
This shows a real effort by the observer/facilitator not to be
directive in her remarks, while trying very hard to get the
participant, L.C. to generate her own alternative solutions to the
events under discussion.
The remarks of I.L. were straightforward in describing her
interaction with D.F.:
I could go in my direction. She never said where you should
go. Although she did say, where do you think you should go
from here.

She didn’t give me ideas directly. She was

someone you could bounce ideas off of.
Finally, B.A. associated her relationship with the
observer/facilitator to a relationship she had had in the past:
I see (the observer/facilitator) sort of like a mentor, in my
mind, guiding me along in my reflection and allowing me to
share with her my perceptions of the process and how I felt
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things were going, questions I might have, letting me be aware
of changes that I might need to see.

It’s interesting, she’s so

gentle and kind in her manner, I felt very comfortable sharing
with her. I could be an open book with her. There was no
level of intimidation whatsoever. It was as though she was my
assistant in that she would ask me questions like, what about
this situation, what about that child, tell me about him—very
open-ended type questions with no right or wrong answers.
But it really increased my capability to reflect in a better way,
because when she would ask those kinds of questions it really
got me to do deep soul searching and deep thinking within my
own mind.
It is clear from the descriptions above, that the
observer/facilitator effectively fulfilled the role articulated for her in
the training paradigm. This point is further supported by the fact
that, when asked directly during the second interview, all of the
participants in the training felt they could capably full the role of
the observer/facilitator with one of their peers if the training were
offered again. If the observer/facilitator had not worked to
emphasize the facilitating aspects of the role and, at the same time
subordinate her obvious expertise, it is unlikely that all of the
participants in the training would venture to conclude that they
could act successfully in that capacity with a peer.
As the training proceeded, it became clear that other
important aspects of reflective practice were accomplished through
the dynamic relationships that evolved between the
observer/facilitator and the participants. After only their first few
meetings, D.F., the observer/facilitator, recognized the increasing
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importance of her role with the participants in effecting their
thinking within a very broad context, a context that went beyond a
consideration of a particular teaching event that she might have
observed.

She came to characterize her sessions with the

participants as important “conversations” and felt that was a key
distinction from the concept of a “discussion” with them.
“Conversations,” she observed, “define further what this thing is.
Instead of discussions, I would say conversations. Conversations in
the life of a teacher are a rare thing.” In characterizing the event
more explicitly, she stated:
Those simple statements or observations of mine, our dialogue,
had churned up for them during the week, deeper practices.
In that regard, reflective practices reminded me of
psychotherapy, [emphasis added] and that’s what happens in

psychotherapy between a therapist and a client. That is, as
they discuss everyday events with two weeks between their
appointments, the client will come back and report that during
those two weeks they had more and more insights, more and
more revelations. And I think, I am certain, that happened for
at least three-quarters of the participants. I was amazed at the
reflection on simple things we had said, that they had retained
them in the two weeks between or the one week between our
appointments.
In addition to the depth of thought on the part of the
participants represented by this statement, there is a clear
implication that the participants did significantly more and higher
quality reflection on their practice during the course of this
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training than they were able to report during their in-depth
interviews with the investigator.
The participants characterized the effect on them of this
aspect of the training in terms of a personal validation that they
perceived as a part of their participation in the project. K.F.
observed: “I think what she did is she crystallized for each of us, or
she helped us crystallize that what we were doing was appropriate,
was educationally sound, and that we were good teachers.” She
further characterized the importance of this feeling:
It validates what I do. Because once you close the door, you’re
in here by yourself. You really don’t get any feedback. You get
the hugs and the kisses from the kids, and you get the parent
notes and telephone calls, but you sometimes begin to doubt
yourself because there’s no other adult contact.
S.A. was very much affected by the experience, and she
discussed it during her second interview:
I’ve probably thought more about it. It affirmed who I was and
who I can be. I mean I think I knew that anyway. But it’s really
nice to have someone say that to you, because I don’t get that
kind of feedback a lot unless it’s from a few of my peers, or
unless it’s evaluation time, or unless it’s something special that
happens. We come into the classroom, we’re isolated, the door
closes, we work with the children. And we get it from the
children, I don’t mean to say we don’t get it from the children,
but it’s always nice to have somebody say something positive
about what you’re spending your life’s blood doing. And if you
really do put your whole energy into something that you’re
doing and you’re trying to do it well, it’s nice to have that
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recognized.

She (the observer/facilitator) did that on a

continual basis.
I.L. reflected:
I think bouncing off of (D.F.) was the most important thing,
because we don’t usually get to do that. It’s rare that someone
else sees what you’ve done, and talks to you about it. You can
go and say, “This is what I did,” but they weren’t there, so they
don’t see it.
While this training was structured to be essentially an
individual activity, many researchers on the issue of reflective
practice feel strongly that it is inextricably tied to the social
context in which it occurs.

Mead (1932) viewed reflection as

essentially a linguistic event, the product of an ongoing dialogue
among participants in the community. Ross and Hannay (1986) see
teaching as a human activity that is socially constructed. As such,
reflective action must account for the context of the entire
community in which it operates. Therefore, they reason, a teacher
develops expertise by evaluating her actions and the responses and
actions of those with whom she interacts. While it was not possible
to effectively build these social aspects of reflection into this brief
pilot training, it appears from the statements of the participants
that it is an important and powerful requirement that needs to be
accounted for if an environment conducive to reflective practice is
to be engendered. It was fulfilled vicariously in this study through
the relationships that developed between the observer/facilitator
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and the participants. D.F. epitomized it with this summative
observation:
From all the participants, I got a sense of validation, that they
were validated by the process. A sense of deep validation of
who they were and what they were trying to do, and where
they were trying to go with children and learning. Through
conversations with them, besides a sense of validation, they
gave me the sense that they had received a sense of high
worthiness. A sense of “I am worthy—I have found some things
out about learning and about children, and someone is
interested.

Someone is going to take the time, careful time, to

be in my room and careful time to spend with me.” I think a
sense of worthiness developed because of that.
It appears that a serious consideration of this social component
would be essential for the ultimate success of any ongoing attempt
to develop a climate that nurtured the development of reflective
practice.

The Impact of Reflective Practice Training
For this study, a series of research questions were formulated
to reflect some potential benefits to teachers which accrued when
they regularly engaged in reflective practice activities as a part of
their professional routine. The questions were framed from the
summary work of Nolan and Huber (1989), which indicated that
when being reflective about their work, teachers become more
aware of the intuitive decisions they make in the course of
instruction, they feel empowered through reflection and want to
develop their ability to do it effectively, and that they are motivated
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to encourage similar behaviors among all members of the
community in which they function. Furthermore, teachers who
engage in reflective practice perceive that they have more control
over their professional practice, and that they have a great impact
on the learning that occurs among their students. This section of
the findings examines the perceptions of the teachers who
participated in the study relative to the extent to which these
positive results may have occurred for them during the period of
the training, and the extent to which they anticipate these positive
results might occur for them in their subsequent work. Although
the perceptions and beliefs of the participants relative to these
issues is subjective, a concerted effort was made to encourage the
participants to support their perceptions with concrete examples
whenever possible.

Research Question One: In What Wavs Does Reflective Practice
Make A Teacher’s Professional Practice More Explicit. That Is. In
What Wavs Do Teachers Become Aware Of The Intuitive Decisions
That They Make In Teaching As A Result Of Structured Reflective
Practice Activities?
The data from the in-depth interviews, the commentary of the
observer/facilitator, and the written responses of the participants
at the conclusion of the training indicate that it was the perception
of the participants that their professional practice was made more
explicit to them through their participation in the reflective
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practice training.

In varying degrees of recognition, the

participants identified three primary ways in which their
professional practice became more explicit to them than it had
been prior to the training. First, they were more aware of the
specific decisions they made while they were teaching. Second,
they became more aware of their teaching in a wholistic sense, that
is, how the various unique aspects of their teaching integrated to
created their personal approach to teaching. Third, in the process
of reflecting on their personal practice, they grew increasingly
aware of the overall complexity of teaching in general, and how the
“state of the art” influenced the teaching decisions they made at
the personal level. Each of these aspects of the awareness of the
participants in the training is discussed in further detail below.
Awareness of specific teaching decisions. It seems clear that
as a result of engaging in regular structured reflective practice, all
of the participants during the course of the training became more
aware of the specific decisions they made while teaching.
Comments like, “That became very apparent to me looking at the
tape recently. It overwhelms me that I do the behavior mod so
much and don’t even realize I do it” (K.F.), “But seeing the tape, I
didn’t realize that we had so much happening there ” (L.C.),
typified the responses of teachers. K.F. cited a specific response
process she went through after “discovering” something she had
not realized before:
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By looking at the day in small sections, I would often try to
change some aspect to make what seemed good even better.
Prior to Reflective Practice, the children would participate in
center activities.

For all appearances, they seemed happy and

content with center.

After reflecting on center time, I decided

that I needed feedback from the children.

I devised a

checklist with the centers printed on it. After completion of a
center, the child would color in (a face--sad, neutral, happy) I
would then review these and ask the children what made a
particular center pleasing, distasteful, or passable. This
helped me change the activity.
B.A. detailed a similar kind of experience:
I think it was because of the (reflective practice) process,
because, quite truthfully, I was looking at what I was doing and
how I was saying things, and how I was interacting with the
children. I was doing that more, and even questioning why I
do it that way. Simple things. I’ve always done calendar and
weather with the children as part of their curriculum. It
incorporates the Math Their Way. And I came away from that
thinking, gosh, I see the children sitting there, they get figgidy
and restless, within a 20 minute period you just about stretch
their limit, attention span-wise, and then I came away thinking
I really could do that differently. I really could have individual
calendars passed out to them so that they are actively involved
doing something. At least they would have something in their
hands they can actually be working at with us. And it’s OK if it
doesn’t come out the same way that ours does.... And yet, that
would get them gill involved in the process. Whereas, in the
past, they’ve been more observing and listening-in while one or
two are doing the actual activities. So that is a result of the
reflection. I never would have considered doing that, because
of the time factor.
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I.L. talked about the new kinds of feelings about her teaching
that she believed reflective practice brought about:
Reflective Practice has enabled me to "see” how much of my
teaching has become intuitive. With each new teaching year, I
find myself relying more on intuition. I feel I can "sense”
sooner whether a lesson is going well or not. I can "feel" the
climate in the classroom. There are days when certain
activities do not go over well. I do not take this personally, but
put the lesson aside to try again another time. Or, if the lesson
is something my students could survive without, I may discard
it altogether. I've learned to take my cues from the students
and work to their interests and needs.

Reflective thinking

helped me to realize how much of my day is like that.
L.C. related a specific incident in which she relied on the
intuitive behaviors she was coming to understand through reflective
practice, to help solve a problem with a lesson that neither she nor
her student teacher could figure out. It was lesson on using coins
to count specified amounts of money. The lesson as originally
taught by the student teacher did not go well, and neither L.C. nor
her student teacher knew why. Having developed a sense of the
role of intuitive decisions in the instructional process, L.C. decided
to attempt to solve the problem by teaching the same lesson herself
to see if it would go well or break down. She related:
We couldn’t get our finger on it. We really couldn’t. And so, I
talked to her [the student teacher] and I observed her and took
notes, and I still said: “I'm at a loss. I really don’t know what
to say. But I think what we should do now is let me try it. Let
me get in there and see if I can feel what is happening.”
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In approaching the lesson L.C. stated: “I had no idea where the
lesson was going to go.” After teaching the lesson herself she
reflected:

“There was a critical point where [the student] was

putting some money up and I realized that they were missing what
needed to be done.” In effect, she set out to catch herself in the
middle of an intuitive decision, and she did. After, she observed:
“In that type of lesson, I was willing to shift him [the student] a
little bit, and I knew that was it! I never could have told her [the
student teacher] that.”
This experience was an interesting use of the knowledge
gained by all of the participants that they did become more aware of
their teaching behavior and decisions when they reflected on their
actions in a structured way.
Wholistic awareness of teaching. Beyond an increased
awareness of incidents that occurred during their teaching, most of
the participants also developed a greater understanding of the
overall context in which they made their teaching decisions.

In

most cases this understanding served to confirm or validate the
beliefs on which they based their teaching, however in some cases
it served as a catalyst for a consideration of change. K.F. was the
first to express this experience:
I realized that many of my intuitive decisions are based on my
personal view of teaching. I would make a decision on what was
taught, how it was taught and why it was taught based on three
or four major areas. These areas could be summed up as my
understanding the curriculum, my knowledge of the content
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area, my grasp of how the children learn, and my experience
base of how I could get the first three to successfully mesh.
S.A. and L.C. expressed feelings of validation with the
awareness of the operation of intuition in their teaching, and the
importance of it to the delivery of an effective lesson. L.C. stated:
I noticed that before the training on reflective practice, I
would meet with her (student teacher) and I would change
things. At that time I thought, I can’t keep doing this, because
I can’t keep changing my mind about these things. So it was
really great to learn that it was based on reflective practice--I
was thinking it through and changing things. And that was
great, because we’ve been taught through our lives not to
change our minds about things, and now I realize what it is to
reflect and change things, if you think it might be better. And
I think being given the freedom to reflect back and not have to
expect that you have done it the one right way the first time,
gives people freedom to be honest about the reflection, and
think, maybe the next time I would do this differently, without
feeling badly about yourself.
S.A. captured the same feeling in this way:
Changed procedures, lesson plans scratched on the spot,
changes in approach because of interest level, increased
flexibility, all became accepted on my part as not a failure to
plan correctly but as a sign of good teaching. Journal entries
reflect this as I saw myself answering needs either on the spot
or as soon after the light flashed in my head as possible.
B.A. initiated a dialogue with herself about the beliefs she
carried about teaching as a result of her early training, twenty-two
years ago:
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Reflective Practice has made what I do as a teacher more
explicit to me. This was evidenced by my ability to ponder
each day’s activities, and to question why certain children were
behaving in a specific manner. I found myself questioning why
I had responded to the children's needs in one way versus
another alternative. This helped me to see that my teaching
reflects a lot of my values and insights, as well as those of the
people who trained me to teach as an undergraduate....I also
found myself questioning my teaching philosophy and decision¬
making as I reflected on my intuitive actions.
Awareness of the complexity of teaching. Only two of the
participants in the study explicitly reported an increased
understanding of teaching as a complex activity and the significance
of this in relation to their personal practice of teaching. However,
there were indications in the remarks of some of the other
participants that imply a growing understanding of teaching as a
result of the activities of this training. L.C. seemed to articulate the
most mature understanding of the concept:
I always knew that teaching was an art but had never analyzed
it to the point of knowing exactly why....Reflective Practice
forced me to look a lot deeper into the reasons why "some had
it, some did not." In looking more deeply, I realized that those
who "had it" were doing certain things to make that possible.
It wasn't luck, personality (although that, I feel, is still a noncontrollable factor) or biology that makes a good teacher.

I feel

that good teaching is a combination of the aforementioned, but
also is learned. That learning may take place unseen by the
participants through modeling and demonstration, or it may
take place as the result of premeditated steps taken toward a
stated goal.
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K.F. had a good grasp of the notion: “As I went through the
reflective practice, it became clearer that, for me, teaching is a very
complex process involving and integrating my professional
knowledge, my philosophy and ideals and my personal values.”
It appears that the concepts that the participants formulated
about teaching, as they became more aware of their own teaching,
and as they compared their own practice with the larger
experience, were developmental.

All of them became more

explicitly aware of their immediate teaching behavior and decisions.
Most of them integrated this knowledge effectively with their
beliefs about teaching, and in the process reexamined and
revalidated those beliefs. Some of them transcended this personal
view to encompass a perspective on the practice of teaching in
general.

Research Question Two: In What Ways Does a Teacher Utilize the
Reflective Practice Experience To Improve Planning For Future
Action?
The statements of the participants in the reflective practice
training indicated that the training effected their planning for
action in three primary ways. First, all of they perceived that
because of reflective practice, they had developed a significantly
greater awareness of what was occurring in their classroom on a
daily basis. During the data collection, they offered many concrete
examples of ways in which they would use this information to plan
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future lessons more effectively.

Second, most of them progressed

to the point where they expressed a strong feeling that their
general outlook about the instructional planning process had
changed or was changing as a result of their use of reflective
practice. This change in outlook triggered subsequent changes in
the way the participants planned for instruction. Third, because of
the very positive personal and professional feedback they received
from their participation in this training, all of the teachers in the
study stated they believed that the way they thought about their
professional practice was permanently changed, and that, although
they were not sure about the exact manner in which they would
continue their reflective practice activities, they knew they could
not go back to their former way of thinking about their teaching
and planning for it. This section reviews the data from the
participants on each of these perspectives.
Planning for future lessons: specific changes. Although all of
the teachers in the study identified ways in which they believed
reflective practice had or would improve their future planning, they
did differ on how the specifics of that impact would be manifest.
I.L. touched on a range of possible ways her planning was effected:
Reflective practice, whether a written entry in a journal or
"quiet thinking" has helped me in teacher planning. Although I
have never been one to shut my teaching day off at 3:30,
reflective practice has made me more aware of the parts of my
teaching day.

I find myself remembering comments from

students and examining them more closely. Writing helps in
deciding how I should approach a lesson and what materials
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would work best. I find myself picturing the lesson and asking,
"Will my students be invested? What do I want them to learn?
Is the lesson worthwhile?"
B.A. also considered the impact to her planning from the angle
of student outcomes:
As a result of Reflective Practice, I am better able to modify my
lessons, so that more children are actively involved in the
process. I came to realize that I was the center of attention
more often than I need or would like to be. I plan to continue
using reflective practice as a means of keeping in touch with
the outcomes of my lessons, as well as the behaviors of
students during the lessons. This will assist me in future
planning as I attempt to revise lessons so more positive
behaviors can be experienced by the children.
S.A. spoke very comprehensively about how she had used and
would continue to use various components of reflective practice in
her future planning:
I will start my journal in September and try to follow through
until June. I will continue to try to talk to colleagues and ask
for thoughts and suggestions on approaches I feel might be
helpful to my children or to my effectiveness as a teacher. In
the Fall I plan to ask one of my peers to come into my room
during her prep-period and observe, for example, a writing
workshop. She will observe the lesson and the interaction of
the children during their writing. We will later discuss what
she saw going on in the class. If I picked the person
specifically, I wouldn’t mind "risking" having an observer and
would reciprocate if asked. I changed the physical
environment in my room this Spring as I reflected on my
teaching style. I realized that science was a focal point in my
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teaching and moving the science center to the center of my
room, while streamlining other areas, was highly successful.
K.F. focused on one particular component of reflective practice
that had an effect on her planning.
I will certainly continue to use the journal to improve my future
teaching. It has helped me see that although something works,
there may be alternative ways to deal with curriculum, content
or behaviors. The reflective practice has also made me realize
that I, too, must become a risk-taker, trying new methods and
strategies.
The common thread that runs through the experience of all of
these participants is the belief that reflective practice through one
or several activities, is a process that has and will improve their
ability to plan effective instruction for their students.
Changes in outlook about planning. In addition to the specific
planning practices that the participants said were effected by
reflective practice, many of their comments also indicated that they
were changing their concept of planning itself, and how it
effectively occurs. K.F. came to understand that she had greater
ability to effectively plan, based on her own experience and not on
other sources, commercial or otherwise:
The reflective practice made me realize that my own personal
knowledge base as well as my prior experiences were broad
enough and seemed to be organized efficiently for me to pull
up the activities, materials, etc. to meet the class needs.

(I

came to realize that) without realizing it I have probably
categorized past experiences so that I intuitively use that prior
knowledge to help with everyday decisions.
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With experience.

everyday practices become an extension of oneself and so more
time can be devoted to how the children are perceiving and
reacting to the information being presented.
L.C. had obviously had some anxiety about the way she had
planned in the past. The training seemed to relieve that anxiety
and boost her to renewed effort:
For me, learning about reflective practice has given me the
“green light” to think about what has transpired in my
classroom and to spend time contemplating or “mapping out”
in my mind how an event may unfold. I had been led to believe
that thinking and rethinking, and thinking and altering a
course of action was the result of indecision and lack of
confidence. Not so, to my delight! Now I view it as healthy,
meaningful, and constructive, a means of improving and
learning from experiences and making “mistakes” turn into
positive entities.
Permanent changes in thinking about teaching. At the
completion of the reflective practice training, it was the perception
of all of the participants that their thinking about teaching, and
their planning for future teaching was permanently changed for the
better. Although their perspective on how it would be personally
better for them varied, they all believed that the change they had
begun was desirable and irrevocable. B.A. expressed her realization
of the change in this way:
The future, that’s the other awakening, that I can’t just sit back
and be complacent and think, well, now I’m more
knowledgeable, I know all this.

I have to keep learning more,

because there’s so much more to learn....This training has
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become part of my daily evaluation of lessons taught, materials
used, and student learning.
L.C. characterized the change for her as one that will transcend
the restricted area of her instructional planning:
I think that I will continue to let myself go back to "relive"
events that have already taken place in my classroom, home,
and life, and look at them in terms of what exactly happened,
how would I change it next time? I know that I will always
reflect ahead to how things might turn out if I do this, or if I do
that.
In a very straightforward manner, I.L. captured the general
sentiments of the participants in terms of the overall impact of the
reflective practice training on planning for teaching:
Reflective practice has become a part of my life in some way. I
will continue to reflect on different aspects of my teaching day.
I also believe there will be times when I will seek a solution to
a problem through "writing it out" I may also ask colleagues,
(who have participated in the training), to visit my classroom.
We may be able to offer each other time for reflective dialogue.
It seems clear from the results of the training that, although
the particular focus of each participant varied, all of the teachers in
the study believed their planning for future action was positively
effected by their use of reflective practice.

It helped them to

amplify the specific planning activities they undertook.

In several

instances, it helped them elucidate and develop their personal
beliefs about the instructional planning process. Finally, it
permanently changed the way in which they thought about their
own teaching, and in some cases, their personal lives as well. All of
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these changes enhanced the belief of the participants that their
ability to effectively plan for instruction was improved as a result of
their participation in reflective practice.

Research Question Three: In What Wavs Does A Teacher Perceive
She Improves Her Reflective Practice Techniques As She Engages
In Them On A Regular Basis?
In this area, and in the three areas that follow, it was more
difficult for teachers to articulate the changes in their perceptions
that they felt were due to their participation in the reflective
practice training. In discussing these areas, their common and
fundamental belief was that a positive benefit must have occurred,
just by virtue of their sustained participation in the training. How,
they reasoned, could one not improve reflective practice
techniques if those techniques were utilized on a daily basis within
a variety of formats over the duration of the training period? The
participants seemed to take for granted the fact that improvement
would occur, they felt positive about the experience so they were
comfortable with the results of the process. As a result, they did
not seem to actively question the specific ways in which they were
improving their ability to be reflective about their professional
practice.
However, at the end of the training, after reviewing their
journals, re-screening their videotapes, and contemplating their
experience during the twelve weeks, three themes emerged from
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their discussion that characterized their perceptions about how
their reflective practice capabilities evolved and improved during
that time. This section summarizes those themes.
Developing the focus and purpose of reflection. Earlier in this
Chapter, in the discussion of the development of an understanding
of reflective practice by the participants, this theme began to
evolve. Through examples that they chose from their own
experience in the training, the participants articulated a series of
events through which they began to think about those aspects of
their teaching that they had taken for granted in the past. In every
case among the participants, this thought process moved the focus
of reflection from the teaching decisions that did not go well in a
lesson, to those decisions that had been correct, and had therefore
gone relatively unnoticed. B.A. characterized this aspect of change:
I do feel I have gotten better at reflective practice as I
progressed through the training.

I believe this was exemplified

in the content of my lessons, and in my journal. Initially, when
told to reflect on a lesson, my interpretation was that I should
judge whether or not a lesson was good. I had some difficulty
deciding a better way to do something that already was
successful. This comes from my student teaching experience
of mainly looking for what failed in lessons, in order to improve
in teaching the next lesson.
This change in focus and analysis from a consideration of how
to “fix” something that clearly didn’t go well, to a consideration of
the elements that constituted a successful teaching event, was a
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significant impact of the reflective practice training for all
participants.
Developing an analytical perspective on professional practice.
A second common theme which emerged in this area involved a
fundamental shift by the participants in how they thought about
their teaching. K.F. observed:
I initially looked at large segments of time which gave me a
global picture of what was happening. As I continued the
journal, I began to focus on different aspects of the day so that
all academic areas were covered, as well as daily routines.
L.C. talked about the same transition of thinking and how she
utilized it in a dynamic way to spontaneously improve her practice:
It (making an instinctive decision that changed a planned
teaching lesson) was now something that I was trying to foster,
not kill. Having a student teacher at this time was extremely
good timing for me. As I would try to “break down” good
teaching into a series of decisions, many of which are
instantaneous, that had to be made based on students’
responses and your own perceptions of the situation, I saw the
process more clearly.

I really do not remember learning it

during my student teaching some 22 years ago. As I saw my
student teacher reach a “dead end”, I would have to think,
“Okay, what now?” Or if I saw things unfold beautifully, I
would think, “What made it happen that way?” so I could
convey that to her during our daily conference about the day.
On one occasion, when I was unable to come up with a “next
step” I said (to her), “Let me try it and let’s see what I do.” I
had no idea of what would happen. To my amazement, the
light came on! I “felt” the breakdown and I knew exactly what
to do. It was a real turning point for me, as it allowed me to
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see that intuition in teaching is probably based upon very nonintuitive factors.
The shift in thinking experienced by these teachers involves
moving from a global consideration of a teaching event to a much
more analytical consideration of the components of that event and
how those components impacted the effectiveness of the lesson.
Developing greater professional insight. A similar but different
perception on the part of the participants was the belief that as a
result of utilizing structured reflective practice, they increased the
quality of the insight they had into all aspects of their teaching.
While this perception may be viewed as a logical corollary of the
previous issue, it is, in fact, a significant extension of it. The
participants in the study all felt that reflective practice made a real
contribution to their knowledge about many aspects of their
teaching. They believed that they knew more about teaching, and
more about students after practicing reflection during this training.
I.L. perceived, as did D.F., the observer/facilitator, that the insights
from reflective practice accrue in much the same way as they might
from psychotherapy:
I believe the practice of reflection has become easier with
time. I hadn’t written in a journal for years and was not
thoroughly convinced of its worth. I now realize that many of
the questions that came up during journal writing were
answered through “writing it out” I feel it is sort of like going
to a therapist, doing most of the talking, and solving the
problems oneself.
K.F. characterized the process even more specifically:
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I could see behavior patterns evolving....By the time reflective
practice was over, I felt that I had scrutinized every academic,
social and physical aspect of my class....To me, this experience
was similar to looking at a kaleidoscope—you see the distinct
segments but the total picture is what thrills or excites you.
What pleased me is that so much of what I value, mutual
respect for child and teacher, child-centered environment,
hands-on curriculum, good modeling, high self-esteem was
really evident and being practiced.
To summarize, all of the participants in the training believed
they got better at reflective practice techniques as a result of this
training. In this area, as in most other areas of consideration in this
study, there were personal differences among the participants as to
how this “improvement” was manifest in their own practice,
however, three common strands emerged:

(a) They developed the

perspective of considering the positive aspects of a teaching event,
(b) they evolved an ability to focus on specific decisions that occur
during a teaching event, and (c) they improved the quality of the
insights they had about the entire context of their teaching.

Research Question Four: In What Wavs Does Reflective Practice
Give The Teacher The Perception Of Greater Control Over Her
Professional Practice?
During the initial interview prior to the reflective practice
training, all of the participants were asked to comment on their
perception of the amount of control they had over their
professional practice. It is interesting to note that all of the
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participants in the training felt that they had a very high level of
control over their practice. This is not a typical perspective on the
part of public school teachers. In the opinion of the researcher, it
was this common feeling of self-confidence engendered by their
sense of control that resulted in this particular group of teachers
volunteering for the training from among all of the teachers who
were eligible for it.
It is also interesting to note that, when asked to discuss this
perception of control over professional practice, all of the
participants focused exclusively on factors external to their own
classroom as determinative causes for this feeling. The support and
confidence of administrators who allowed them the freedom to
make their own decisions about what they taught and how they
taught it, was mentioned by every participant in the study. Some of
them also mentioned the general absence in the school system of a
prescriptive curriculum. There was an unspoken but universal
feeling among the participants they were all good teachers, and
that, inside their classroom, they were doing everything within
their power to provide the highest quality of educational
environment to their students under the circumstances.
As the training progressed, however, this feeling changed. As
K.F. stated: “I think I am a good teacher. I don’t think I really
realized it until I started to reflect, because I started to think about
why I do things and how I do them rather than just doing them.”
All of the participants articulated a greater awareness of what was
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occurring in their classroom as a result of the training. With this
greater awareness came a multitude of opportunities to improve the
educational experience for their students. During the final
interview, participants consistently cited the professional growth
opportunities initiated by this new awareness as a significant factor
in their perception that their control over their professional
practice had increased through reflective practice training.
The participants were specific about the nature of this greater
awareness. I.L. said:
I feel reflective practice gives me greater control in that it
gives me a clearer picture of what is going on in the classroom.
I am more aware of the different decisions that are made
during a lesson. I am now more apt to think of alternatives.
S.A. perceived:
Yes, reflective practice gives me more control over my
professional practice. I am more aware now of what goes on in
my room. I'm aware of the children and their individual
progress and of what works in management and curriculum
presentation. I also have a greater feeling for the tempo or
atmosphere in my classroom.
The participants also realized the source of this increased
awareness and how it was different than knowledge they had had
about their teaching in the past. K.F. identified it this way:
Reflective practice gives me greater control because it made
me realize the importance of my intuitive decisions. By giving
me a clear picture of my professional practice, I was able to see
positive patterns of success for my students. It also made me
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use those successful areas as springboards for change. What
better way to extend a child's success rate than by starting with
something positive.

It also helped with my self-esteem since it

gave me positive feedback on what I was offering my students.
B.A. characterized her transition:
Reflective practice has given me greater control over my
professional practice because I now feel more capable of
improving lessons I once thought were most suitable. It also
provided me with greater confidence in my general decision¬
making, as I recognized my intuition often served me well
when responding to the children's needs.
It seemed clear that the perceptions of the participants of the
concept of control over their professional practice changed during
the training. They began to see possibilities for themselves that
they had not seen before. Because they had a clearer understanding
of what was happening in their classes, their self-confidence was
enhanced. L.C. indicated the logical next step in this progression if
reflective practice activities continued:
In the sense that things do not have to be left to chance, yes, I
think that reflective practice can give one greater control in
achieving one's goals. In being able to look back at how and
why things turned out the way they did, one may be better able
to look ahead to predict what will make things turn out the way
they might. We've heard a lot about “risk taking” lately. I
think that reflective thinking can enhance a teacher's
willingness to take risks. If one can review events and learn
from them, then nothing has been lost if the risk-taking does
not net the desired result.
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This change in focus on the issue of control over professional
practice, from relating it strictly to external causes to thinking of it
in terms of one’s own professional development, has the potential
to be a healthy development for all teachers. While the participants
in this study had the advantage (over many of their peers) of
perceiving that they had the full support of their administrators,
the type of candid critique of their own teaching that occurred as a
result of this training could be beneficial in any setting.

Research Question Five: In What Ways Does Reflective Practice Give
The Teacher The Perception Of Having A Greater Impact On Her
Sthdentg’ Learning?
Of all of the issues studied in this investigation, the issue of the
effect of reflective practice training on the perception of the
participants relative to their impact on students’ learning was the
most difficult to assess. During the interview prior to the training,
it became clear that the participants personal perceptions differed
most on this issue. Two of the participants indicated that they felt
they had a great impact on the learning of the students in their
class.

L.C. observed: “They’re (the students) learning, they’re

happy, they’re taking risks, they’re engaging in the activities that I
would like them to engage in...Yes, absolutely, I feel I’m effective
and having a strong impact.” S.A. also view her impact positively
and from a wholistic perspective:
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I think I have a tremendous impact in the way I facilitate their
learning. I mean, I let them do a lot of their learning
individually. But, as the person who puts it together for them
and creates the environment, I think I have a large impact on
their learning, and their learning to come--you know, what will
happen to them after they leave my classroom.
Two of the other participants were very unsure of the impact
they had on students. K.F. seemed to minimize her role in this
area:
I don’t know if I have as much impact as the children have on
each other...I think the kids come in relatively happy, looking
forward to coming to school. And I would say that they leave
the same way. So, I think in that sense that I’ve had an impact
on them.
I.L. viewed impacting students as a very difficult challenge:
“That’s the thing—it’s coming up with things that motivate them.
But I think it’s that you have to be better than anything else that’s
going on. And it’s hard.”
B.A., the other participant in the training, was clearly
ambivalent about her impact on students. In terms of her full range
of responsibility, she felt: “I often feel that my impact is not where
it needs to be. I feel it’s short of where it needs to be, because I
find myself more inclined to be concerned with the social and
emotional.” However, in this specific area of the social and
emotional, she felt very differently:
I feel that the social and emotional impact I have on the
children is far greater sometimes than what the academic
impact is...I’m more centered with—which is one of our goals—
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the development of self-esteem. If you think of it that way,
then I think I do wonderfully.
It is certainly possible that a difference in interpretation by the
participants as to what constitutes “impact on students”, may
account for the variation in perspective on this issue at the outset of
the training. Notwithstanding, at the conclusion of the training, all
of the participants felt that, by virtue of their participation in the
training, their ability to impact student learning in positive ways
was enhanced. Similar to the two previous questions discussed, it
was clear that, at least initially, part of this feeling was axiomatic,
based on the conclusion that if you work hard in a structured way
toward a greater understanding of something (i.e. their teaching
context) you will certainly have a greater impact on all of the
components of that context. During her second interview, I.L.
characterized this view:
I’m sure that it’s (reflective practice) got to affect them
somehow, even if I just change a few little things of the way
that I do things, or what we do. Just making sure that I did
the centers, and getting that going, that effected them because
they got to do things that they should be doing. You know,
moving around. So, it’s got to.
Beyond this, however, the participants indicated two ways in
which they perceived reflective practice enhance their impact on
student learning. First, as in the previous question, it sharpened
their awareness of all aspects of what was occurring in their
classroom while they were teaching. K.F. exemplified this change:
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I think reflective practice has definitely given me a greater
impact on my students. It made me more aware of the fact
that I am a role model in risk-taking. This is definitely
something I want my students to feel free to do... Reflective
practice made me more conscious of the fact that my value
system does play a role in what I do daily. My next step is to
ensure that those values are fair, reasonable and equitable. Am
I willing to be open to new ideas and suggestions? Am I willing
to take a chance and change a strategy or belief because I
question its value? I think reflective practice has made me ask
these questions of myself and made me realize that through
continued professional development my responses will be
positive. So the impact on my students might be as tangible as
an improvement in content understanding or might very well
be higher self-esteem, higher acceptance of individual
differences and more decision-making and responsibility.
A second way in which the participants indicated that
reflective practice helped them to impact the learning of their
students was that it made them more aware of specific issues
relative to the learning needs of individual or small groups of
children. S.A. indicated how she utilized it in this way:
I'm more aware of my pupils' educational progress. When
reflectively planning and writing in my journal I daily pick a
child to focus upon. I look at their day, what they achieved,
who they played with and what activities they engaged in. I
look at what areas of their academic life might need my
guidance or intervention.
I.L. had a similar transition:
There are times when individual children will come up in my
journal. Sometimes it's to comment on a new skill a student is
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In the process of mastering. At other times, it will be a student
who appears to be having difficulties. I try to "write out" a plan
to put into practice the next day.
B.A. spoke about an anticipated benefit from her training
experience:
I would hope that the impact on my students would be that
teacher now has a better understanding of who they are, and
where they are developmentally. Even though I always thought
that I had a handle on that, I feel that I’ve been enriched and
I’ve made a few more steps forward in understanding where
they’re at, and why they behave the way they do, and why they
might need a different kind of interaction from me.

So I would

hope that that would be the impact.
Typically, four of the five participants felt that they had
increased their capability of positively impacting student learning
in both of these ways. L.C., the one participant who did not have
this perception, cited a different kind of “benefit’’ along these lines
from her reflective practice experience.

While she recognized the

importance that her greater awareness of student needs could have
for increasing student learning, she also discerned an important
lesson for herself:
(I came to) the realization that (in some circumstances) I
cannot alter students’ writing. When taking dictation for book
writing or writing journals, I would sometimes make changes
for sake of clarity or grammar. When students read it the way
they said it and not the way I wrote it, I learned that their
language was more meaningful to them.
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It does seem clear from the experience of the participants in
this training that structured reflective practice activities do give
teachers the perception that they have a greater impact on the
learning of their students. The greater impact results from a
general increasing awareness of the elements of their teaching
context and a belief that reflective practice results in a more
accurate and specific understanding of the needs of students.

Research Question Six: In What Ways Does A Teacher Who Engages
In Reflective Practice Encourage Reflective Practice Activities
Among Her Students?
Similar to the findings relative to the previous three research
questions, the participants in the study tended to conclude that
because they had a positive experience as a result of engaging in
reflective practice, they must have, in one way or another,
encouraged similar activities on the part of their students.
Although this perception may be significant in that it would
eventually lead teachers to encourage reflective thinking on the
part of their students, the statements the participating teachers
made during the course of the training were, at best, inconclusive
on this issue.
During the initial interview, prior to the training, four out of
five of the participants stated that they required their students to
keep daily journals as part of their normal learning routine.
Although the form and content of the journals varied, they all
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served as an impetus for the students to think about some aspect of
their recent experience and commit it to writing. Although, during
the original interview, none of the teachers initially identified this
practice as an example of reflective practice on the part of their
students, they all felt, after thinking about it, that it constituted a
form of reflection as they understood it at that time.
One of the participants, K.F., also spoke of a daily class
meeting, which she felt was a form of reflective activity on the part
of her first grade students. The meetings were held at the end of
each day, and anyone in the class could talk about anything that had
happened in class that day. During the discussion, students were
encouraged to be analytical about their comments, in that they were
asked to give reasons why they felt as they did about what they said.
When discussing this issue at the initial interview, none of the
participants were very demonstrative about it. Because they knew
the purpose of the training, they easily made a connection to the
fact that perhaps it was a desirable thing to encourage reflective
thinking on the part of their students. However, to the extent they
were doing it, they were clearly doing it for other reasons, usually
related to the writing skills they felt would be utilized by the
students in the process of doing their journal. Further, the
teachers were not too distressed by their inability to make a solid
connection between their teaching, and structured, active,
reflection by their students. The issue of reflective practice was
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not personally important to them at that time, so they did not
vigorously seek to encourage it in their students.
However, at the conclusion of the training, the participants did
seem to change their perspective on this issue. As a group, they
remained unable to cite significant new examples of encouraging
their students to be constructively reflective about their work in
school. Nevertheless, it did seem that because the participants had
changed their personal opinion of the importance of reflection and
the capability of reflective practice to enhance their professional
efforts, they had begun efforts to encourage their students in
various ways to engage in the process. K.F. believed she was doing
it through her students’ journals:
Occasionally, I would also ask the children to write in their
journals about how they felt—when they were upset, sad or
angry they would draw or write about their feelings, and then
we would discuss how to resolve those feelings. In these
instances, I believe the children were developing reflective
practices as they were asked to validate their answers.
S.A. cited a similar approach which she initiated as a part of
her overall approach to reflective practice:
As my training in reflective practice began, I began writing to
the children in their journals and they answered with sharing.
We shared journals with the class to encourage those who
wrote little, or needed ideas about descriptions or topics to
write about. I did begin also, to regularly leave time at the end
of the day to reflect on our day, what was interesting or fun,
boring or hard. What did they want to learn more about? The
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children became better thinkers, more reflective, as we
practiced this skill.
B.A. initiated activities designed to encourage reflection among
her students in the hope of reaching a specific result:
I hope to have encouraged my students to be more accepting of
differing viewpoints and no right or wrong answers in many
situations. I believe they did become more tolerant of each
other's thoughts and actions, as well as more understanding of
special needs for some individual classmates. By my asking
more open-ended questions, the children did more critical
thinking, and risk-taking was encouraged when they realized
all answers were acceptable. Even when their answers were
incorrect, they still could ponder answers given by peers and
thus become aware of more probable answers than their own.
Progress in the development of one’s personal ability to engage
in reflective practice seems to be evolutionary in nature. As the
teachers in this study became convinced of the importance of
reflection, they worked hard to develop their own ability to do it
well. Only then did they seem to seriously consider how important
it might be for their students, and initiate a method to help them
develop their own capability to reflect. Although there is scant
evidence that the teachers in this study reached this point, it
seems likely from their statements that they were headed in a
similar direction. The subsequent extent to which these teachers
actively promote reflective practice activities among their students
would be an important issue in a follow-up study.
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Summary of Findings
This study investigated the development of reflective practice
among five teachers in a controlled environment. The environment
was structured so that teachers were encouraged to be actively and
critically thoughtful about their professional practice on an ongoing
basis. The participants in the study were given a variety of
strategies to foster active reflection.

They were provided with

release time during the course of their day to engage in reflective
practice activities. The support of an observer/facilitator was
furnished to guide them through the reflection process and to lend
an element of collegial support to their endeavor. The training was
done with the full support of the school administration.
The findings of the study indicate that prior to the training,
none of the participants had engaged in reflective practice
activities as a part of their regular routine of professional practice.
Although they felt they had always been thoughtful about their
practice, they inevitably focused almost exclusively on those aspects
of their teaching that had not gone well, and therefore stood out
from the regular context of their teaching. During this training, all
of the participants developed an understanding of reflective
practice consistent with the operational definition of this study.
They sought to engage in structured reflective practice on a daily
basis, and found it to be a positive experience. By the end of the
training, all of the participants were developing in their ability to
effectively use reflective practice to make their intuitive teaching
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decisions more explicit to them.

Some of the participants were

beginning to extend the analytical examination of their practice to
the process of generating alternative teaching decisions to the ones
that were made. All of the participants seemed to be moving
toward this capability in a similar developmental way.
The findings indicate that the participants utilized the
activities designed to promote reflective practice wholistically.
They did not focus on one technique, but integrated the various
techniques in a personal way. Nevertheless, several meaningful
common experiences emerged from the variety of approaches
taken by the participants. As a result of their reflective practice
experience, all of them reported a feeling of affirmation or
validation for what they were doing as teachers. Some of them
compared the experience to psychotherapy in its power to enable
them to connect with dormant knowledge and capabilities they had
within themselves. They felt their ability to understand their
teaching and the needs of their students was improved. Most of
them also reached a new understanding of the creative aspects of
teaching, an understanding that they felt to be personally and
professionally enhancing.
The findings of the study also indicate that as a result of
engaging in reflective practice, the participants in the training
perceived that they had increased their own control over their
professional practice, and amplified the impact they felt they had
on the learning of their students. Further, they felt that their
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planning for instruction was considerably improved. Finally, the
participants expressed a clear intention to continue key elements
of reflective practice in the future, both because of the positive
influence they had perceived from it through this training, and
because of the potential they felt it has to further enhance their
development as teachers. Moreover, it is their consensus belief
that their thinking about their professional practice has been
permanently and constructively changed as a result of their
participation in this reflective practice training.
To summarize, the findings of this research on the effects of
training in reflective practice indicate that, given the conditions of
the training, teachers will engage in critical thinking about their
professional practice, that they will focus on all aspects of their
practice in an analytical way, that they will engage in the process of
generating alternative teaching decisions for given situations, and
that as a result of this process, they will begin to change their
concept of the teaching context, and their concept of their ability
to change that context in a positive manner.
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CHAPTER V
CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS
Introduction
This research examined how an on-going process of structured
reflective practice impacted the teaching decisions of five
experienced, in-service teachers. There is no consensus in the
research on an empirical definition of reflective practice and what
it entails. However, the term as defined for this study encompasses
all aspects of teacher cognition within the context of the teaching
act. This includes teachers’ interactive thoughts during
instruction, the implicit beliefs teachers have about students,
teaching, and the curriculum, and the internalized routines that
teachers develop to guide their decisions during routine teaching
activities. The training described in this study was designed to
elicit, in a regular and structured way, analytical thinking by the
participants about this context. The study explored, and sought to
describe how teachers themselves perceived the effect that
seriously thinking about their own teaching behaviors has on how
they think about teaching in general, and why they do what they do
when they are teaching.
The reflective practice training lasted twelve weeks.

It

consisted of a set of initial meetings during which the four major
components of the training were presented.

Initial in-depth

interviews were conducted to assess the pre-training perceptions
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of the participants relative to several criteria that previous research
has indicated might be impacted by the regular use of structured
reflective practice. Each participant was videotaped teaching a
lesson of her choice. The videotape was for the sole purpose of
stimulating the recall of the participants so they could accurately
identify and discuss their perceptions about their own teaching
practice. A ten week period followed during which each
participant was required to engage in daily, structured reflection
about her teaching. A Format For Reflective Practice Activity
(Appendix B) was provided to assist them in this process and focus
them on the specific purpose of structured reflective practice. All
participants were required to maintain a daily journal, which most
of them used as the primary vehicle for reflection.
At least seven times during the ten week period, an
observer/facilitator, who was a content area expert, observed an
instructional lesson by each participant. Immediately after the
lesson, the participant was relieved of her teaching responsibilities
so that she could discuss the lesson with the observer/facilitator.
The task of the observer/facilitator was to engage the participant in
the technique of reflective practice about the lesson just
completed. Through a series of open-ended questions, she would
guide the participant in the process of recalling the teaching
decisions she had made, evaluating them, and generating
alternatives that could be successful in similar situations.
Immediately at the end of that ten-week period,
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the researcher

conducted a second in-depth interview with each participant. The
issues discussed during the first interview were re-visited, and
other questions were asked to explore the emerging perceptions of
the participants about reflective practice and the impact of it on
their teaching. Two weeks later, a meeting of all participants was
held to allow them to share their training experiences. At that
time, each participant was required to complete a written
evaluation of several aspects of the training, and their assessment of
the impact of the training on their professional practice.
The participants in the training were all experienced early
childhood teachers. The opportunity to participate was offered to
all teachers who had completed an in-service training the previous
year on the topic of developmentally appropriate education. The
observer/facilitator in this study was the instructor for that
program. All of the participants who participated in this training
were volunteers, and everyone who was eligible for the training who
wanted to take part in it was accommodated.
In presenting the conclusions that flow from the findings of
this study, this section will focus first on the structure of the
training itself, then on the impact the participants perceived to
occur as a result of their acquisition and implementation of
reflective practice strategies.

Implications for professional practice

and policy based on the findings will then be presented. A
discussion of the limitations of the investigation will then be
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reviewed to provide perspective to the conclusions.

Finally,

recommendations for further study will be offered.

Conclusions: The Structure of the Reflective Practice Training
Wildman et al. (1990) cited three major constraints to the
successful development of reflective practice among teachers in the
public school setting. The primary constraint they found was the
absence, in the schedule of teachers, of the time needed to
effectively engage in the reflective practice process.

It is a process

that cannot be forced or hurried, it needs time to develop. They
found that, although teachers considered the act of seriously
thinking about their profession practice to be worthwhile, they did
not feel they could prioritize it over many other things they felt
they had to accomplish. This perception created a cycle:

teachers

did not developed their ability to reflect, they therefore did not
realize how important it could be to their professional
development, and so, they did not give it higher priority.
A second major constraint cited to the development of
reflective practice by public school teachers is a lack of
administrative support (Wildman et al., 1990). The reason for this
is similar to the cycle described above. Administrators, in general,
do not understand the potential of reflective practice to educate
and enhance the professional practice of teachers. Therefore, they
do not provide the time and support that are necessary for teachers
to effectively develop reflective practice capabilities.
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A final constraint cited by Wildman et al. (1990), is the degree
of personal risk that teachers may be required to accept when they
utilize a reflective practice approach. It takes a high level of self
confidence and a clear sense of purpose, they found, to critique
one's own professional practice in a way that may lead to a
consideration of significant and difficult changes in teaching
behavior. Given the fact that the cultural climate of many schools is
far from stable and reliable, it is not surprising that teachers do not
seek additional risks to add to their environment.
The training designed for this study is responsive to these
constraints and addresses them in a manner that can be useful in
other applications. Release time was created for the teachers in
this study to complete the activities prescribed. Although it is not
possible to do this on a continuing basis, it did provide the
participants with an appropriate framework within which to begin
to experience the professional benefits that come with reflective
practice. Having done this, the participants greatly amplified the
priority they gave to the process. All of them clearly stated the
intention to continue reflective practice activities after the
conclusion of the training period, when they knew no additional
release time would be available. The time would have to come from
their existing schedule, which they had actively begun to
re-prioritize even before the training was completed.
The issue of administrative support traveled a similar path.
Since this project was initiated by the central office through the
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building administrators, the administrative support issue was
initially removed, albeit, artificially. Even before the training began,
however, the participants felt they had the support of
administration for those educational decisions they could convince
the administration were research-based, and important to them in
creating an effective teaching/leaming context for their students.
At the conclusion of the training, the participants felt confident
that reflective practice was not only important, but necessary to
their professional practice. As they came to this conclusion, the
issue of administrative support for what is essentially a planning
process became moot.
On the third constraint, the issue of risk, the participants in
the training were not typical of those in the Wildman et al. (1990)
study. All but one of them expressly described herself during the
training as a risk taker. Further, they all felt it was important to
model risk-taking behavior for their students, if they were going to
create the most fertile learning environment for them.

While this

result does not address the issue of the risk factor in the outlook of
the general population of public school teachers, perhaps it
indicates an outlook that is more prevalent than Wildman et al.
(1990) perceived.
The findings of this study indicate that the design used in this
training achieves results that are consistent with previous research
(Wildman et al. 1990) on the development of reflective practice
among teachers. The Wildman et al. (1990) research indicated that
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purposeful reflective practice in teaching is a learned activity, and
that, although it is a more natural process for some teachers than
others, it can be nurtured in all practitioners. None of the
participants in this training engaged in purposeful reflective
practice prior to this training. During the training, all of them
developed an understanding of reflective practice, engaged in it on
a daily basis, and found it to be a positive experience. By the end of
the training, all of the participants were clearly engaged in a
developmental process of integrating structured reflection into
their professional practice in increasingly meaningful ways.
The Wildman et al. (1990) research indicated that reflection
was a difficult concept for many teachers and that to effectively
utilize it, explicit examples of it had to be captured and scrutinized.
The participants in this study all reported a growing ability to
capture the intuitive decisions they made while teaching, through
the use of the training activities. Most of them progressed in this
ability to the point of generating one or more alternative decisions
they could have made at the point of intuition.
The Wildman et al. (1990) research indicated that reflective
practice was most likely to occur within a context that naturally
encourages it. The participants in this study indicated that this
training model created such a context. They cited the importance
of being able to personalize the variety of activities provided to
encourage reflective practice as a key element in this context.
Further, their familiarity with the observer/facilitator and the

159

approach she followed, enabled them to evolve a personal and
wholistic integration of the activities of the training into a natural
process they felt was comfortable and effective.
Finally, the Wildman et al. (1990) research indicated that
reflection can be a powerful tool for the professional development
of teachers.

Participating in reflective practice through this

training model, all of the teachers in the study reported an
extremely satisfying level of professional growth. They described a
fulfilling feeling of affirmation for what they were doing as teachers.
They stated that their ability to understand their teaching and the
needs of their students was improved. Most of them also reached a
new understanding of the creative aspects of teaching that they felt
to be professionally rewarding.
Judging by the perceptions of the participants in this study,
the training model used to elicit reflective practice was very
effective. In relying upon verbal input through the in-depth
interviews, on conversational input through dialogues with the
observer/facilitator, and on written input through the daily journals
and final summary of perceptions (Appendix F), it provided
multiple ways for the participants to express and confirm their
perceptions of the effects of the training. Further, through design,
it addressed constraints to the development of reflective practice
that were expressed in earlier research.

It created an environment

that was consistent with successful past efforts to encourage the
development of reflective practice among teachers.
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It succeeded in

evoking the demonstration of a high level of reflective practice
among all of the participants after a relatively short implementation
period. Finally, it resulted in a commitment on the part of all of the
participants to continue reflective practice in the future.

Conclusions: The Effects of Structured Reflective Practice
Nolan and Huber (1989) identified several potential benefits of
reflective practice in teaching when it was done in a structured,
dedicated manner. Under these circumstances they found that
teachers become better observers of their classroom behavior, and
therefore, become more aware of the types of decisions they are
making and the consequences of their decisions. This makes their
professional practice more explicit to them and puts them in touch
with the otherwise intuitive decisions they make while teaching.

In

addition, teachers achieve a greater sense of empowerment
through reflective practice. They see themselves as having much
greater control of all aspects of their professional practice.

Once

teachers begin to develop their ability to engage in a structured
process of reflecting on their professional practice, they tend to
want to develop it further, and in that regard, it seems to be a
self-motivating process. As teachers develop their own reflective
practice, they perceive a considerable increase in their capacity to
positively impact the learning of their students. Finally, they found,
teachers who regularly engage in reflective practice in teaching
tend to encourage increased reflective activity by their students.
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(Nolan and Huber, 1989). The findings of this study confirm the
results of previous studies as reported in the Nolan and Huber
(1989) study, and expand on them in several areas.
As a result of applying the strategies for reflective practice
through this training, the participants clearly became more aware
of the intuitive decisions they made in the classroom environment.
The findings of this study indicate that this is a developmental
process that could be encouraged in all teachers. Although the
process for each teacher is unique in some respects, the
developmental sequence that teachers go through in synthesizing
reflective practice into their planning routine is similar. By
reflecting on their teaching behavior in a structured manner, they
first become aware of the full spectrum of teaching decisions they
make during the course of an instructional event. This is a
significant change for most teachers, because their previous
experience is that they only tend to remember the problems that
arise while teaching, or the lessons that did not execute as planned.
Once they develop this ability to more clearly understand what
actually occurs while they are teaching, they seem to naturally seek
to constructively critique their behavior from a positive perspective.
The final step in the developmental sequence is engaging in the
analytical process of generating hypothetical alternatives to the
decisions that were made, and thinking through the logical
consequences of each possibility. The results of this study indicate
that, using a structured model such as the one presented here, all
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teachers can be facilitated successfully through this transition with
two important caveats: (a) The process takes a varying amount of
time, depending on the individual practitioner; and (b) the process
is a sequential, developmental one. That is, a teacher will probably
be less effective in generating hypothetical alternatives to his or her
own teaching decisions if he or she does not have a personal
understanding of what they were, and had an opportunity to reflect
on them while considering the full context of the teaching
environment.
To the extent that the five teachers who participated in this
study are typical of the general population of classroom teachers,
engaging in reflective practice activities in a structured manner
over a period of time clearly boosts a sense of personal
empowerment and increasing control over professional practice.
The experience of the teachers in this study was that this was an
evolutionary process. The structure of the training forced them to
focus on the many correct decisions they made in the course of
their teaching, rather than on the few incorrect ones. This change
in focus had two important results. First, it put them explicitly in
touch with a wide range of effective instructional strategies that
they used intuitively on a consistent basis. This significantly
enhanced their ability to be specifically articulate about their
professional practice, both within the structure of this training, and
with their colleagues on a day-to-day basis. They always felt they
were pretty good at what they were doing, but, for the first time.
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they were reaching a clear understanding of why. Second, as they
became more aware of their own “expertise”, their self esteem
rose. Most of the participants described this transition as a
growing feeling of “affirmation” or “validation” that was a very
important result of the training effort.

It motivated the participants

to fully involve themselves with the training as it progressed; it had
a positive impact on their general outlook toward change; it
convinced them that their efforts had a greater impact on the
learning of their students; and it bolstered their confidence in their
own ability to serve as a productive resource to their colleagues.
Every participant in this training indicated they felt they could
successfully fill the role of the observer/facilitator with their
colleagues, if this training is offered to new participants in the
future. Through the activities of this training, the participants
became convinced that, as K.F. commented: “[The training] helped
me realize that many of the questions I needed answered were
within my own grasp...[that] you realize that you held the answers
within yourself.” The universal desire on the part of the
participants to further develop their reflective practice capabilities
can be traced to the fact that it is an effective vehicle for enhancing
the confidence and esteem of teachers in powerful ways.
On the issue of participants encouraging increasing reflective
practice activity among their students, the results of the study are
inconclusive. Because of the positive impact that they perceived on
themselves, the participants unanimously agreed that similar
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activity by students would be desirable and productive. This too
may be an evolutionary process. The duration of the study barely
allowed for the participants to come to an understanding of the
potential of reflective practice to impact their own behavior.
Although they all reached this point, their was insufficient time to
reasonably expect that they would begin to apply that knowledge to
other aspects of their environment in any significant way. However,
there was evidence that, on their own, some participants were
moving in that direction. The clearest indicator of this was the use
of student journals. Prior to the training, all of the teachers in the
study required their students to keep a journal on a daily basis. The
primary purpose of the journal, however, was to develop skills
associated with language acquisition and the writing process. By
the conclusion of the training, the participants were clearly
beginning to view the journals as vehicles for reflection by the
students, and some of them had already modified the way journals
were being used in class.
It can be confidently concluded that the participants in this
training perceived many positive benefits to their professional
practice that accrued from of their participation in this reflective
practice training. Those benefits were consistent with benefits
identified by previous research, and expanded on them in several
ways as detailed above. However, perhaps the single most
important impact of the training was the universal contention by
the participants that, as a result of this experience, their thinking
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about their own teaching, and the way in which they would plan for
teaching in the future was permanently changed. If the training
accomplishes this purpose on a consistent basis, it is an important
tool for professional growth among teachers.

ImplicatiQns
With a sample of participants this small, it is impossible to
draw empirical conclusions based on the findings of the study.
However, the consistent experience of the teachers in the
investigation give rise to several implications that should be
considered in the evolution of teaching practice and the
development of the policies that govern and inform it.
It almost seems simplistic to assume that teachers would
seriously and analytically think about their past teaching events as a
way of improving their professional practice.

However, the

experience of the participants in this study confirms previous
research and indicates that this is not the case. Teachers are not
naturally reflective about their work. In fact, it seems that the
thinking they do about it is negatively biased by a propensity to
focus on unsuccessful aspects of the lessons they plan and deliver,
even though these negative facets of their professional practice
constitute a small fractional portion of their efforts. Further, by
virtue of the fact that they think about and react to these
‘‘mistakes,” teachers believe they are being reflective about the
entire body of their work.

This perspective depresses self-esteem
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and stifles the development of a fertile climate for change and
professional growth.
The success of the teachers in this study in developing
effective strategies for engaging in reflective practice, indicates
that this model could be effective in achieving these results in
wider applications. There were several key components of the
model that enabled it to be used successfully by all of the
participants. These components should be reviewed if alternative
models are considered.

The model must provide the time teachers

need to engage in structured reflective practice. At least initially,
the time cannot be taken from other activities that teachers
consider important. The model must also have the obvious support
of administration. Further, since teaching is a complex activity, the
model must provide a variety of alternative components that
teachers can use, both to facilitate reflective practice and to
personalize the process in a way that is most compatible with their
thinking and learning style. The model must have an element of
collegiality to provide the social interaction and external
stimulation that seems absolutely necessary for effective and
constructive thinking to occur.

Initially, the model must

precipitate a pervasive focus on the positive aspects of the
decisions made in the teaching context. This process serves to
counterbalance the natural tendency to dwell on negative events,
and leads to an accurate perception of all of the elements that
constitute a teacher’s professional practice. It is only when a
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teacher has an accurate and balanced view of the full spectrum of
events that occur within his or her teaching context that she can
proceed to effectively analyze it.

If all of these components are

present, it seems very likely that teachers will begin to
enthusiastically engage in reflective practice with positive results.
The ability to engage in structured reflective practice, as
defined for this study, is developmentally acquired. Teachers first
learn to understand the full context of their teaching practice.
They explicitly “discover” a multitude of instructional strategies
that they have consistently used intuitively to deliver sound and
effective instruction. This explicit awareness of knowledge held
only in their sub-conscious, is personally and professionally
enhancing. They begin to understand teaching as the complex
activity it is, and see the creative way in which they so routinely and
intuitively apply the myriad of strategic possibilities available to
them from their technical capabilities as experienced teachers.
Reflective practice causes them to reveal to themselves the
“experts” that they are in their chosen profession. This revelation
increases self-esteem and leads to a much more professional
outlook on their teaching. They become increasingly receptive to
change and the risks that go with it. They begin to generate
alternatives even to successful teaching, as a way of positively
extending their professional growth. This can be a cathartic
process for some individuals. The observer/facilitator in this study,
who was never previously involved in a project such as this, but who
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trained as a therapist, compared this reflective practice training to
psychotherapy, both in the manner in which it effected the
participants, and the power of it to effect them so deeply. Even
though the personal aspects of it differed to a degree, the positive
and permanent nature of the change expressed by all of the
participants in this study is an important result for future training
considerations.
While all of the subjects in this study were very experienced
teachers, and therefore no basis for comparison with novice
teachers is possible, some observations on this issue may be
informative for future research. Much of the increasing self-esteem
that was experienced by the teachers in this study resulted from
their growing, explicit awareness of the extensive knowledge base
they possessed. They discovered they knew much more about
curriculum, effective teaching strategies, how students learn, and
student behavior than they ever realized. They achieved great
satisfaction in structured reflective practice because it facilitated
the process of finding answers within themselves, not getting the
answers from an outside source. This fact holds important
implications for teacher trainers and policy makers in that the
aspect of reflective practice that is most rewarding to experienced
teachers requires a significant body of knowledge upon which to
reflect.

For experienced teachers, the implication might be that,

prior to introducing any significant change into their environment.

169

time might well be spent getting them firmly in touch with what
they already know, through structured reflective practice activities.
Conversely, positive effects such as validation and increased
self-esteem, so enhancing to the experienced teachers in this
study, might not be available to novice teachers who have yet to
acquire the technical skills necessary to plan and deliver effective
instruction. Nevertheless, the implications of this study certainly
argue that reflective practice activities could contribute
significantly to the professional development of novice teachers.

In

those cases, it is likely that the positive benefits of reflective
practice would arise from different aspects of the activity. David
Berliner's (1987, 1988, 1989) work on the characteristics of
expertise in pedagogy indicates that the process of becoming an
expert teacher is developmental and sequential.

Novice teachers,

while they have different professional development needs than
competent or expert teachers, are nevertheless on the same
continuum.

If reflective practice can facilitate the development of

the creative aspects of teaching among experienced teachers, it is a
conservative assumption that it can similarly nurture progress
through the developmental sequence for beginners as well. The
perception of increased control over one's teaching, of having a
greater impact on students, of having a more explicit
understanding of teaching decisions, all results of reflective
practice, represent significant building blocks for improving the
professional practice of teachers at any stage of development.
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Properly incorporated into a comprehensive pre-service or
in-service professional development program, reflective practice
may significantly accelerate the progress of novice teachers toward
higher levels of competency.
There are additional implications for teacher educators or
policy makers if reflective practice is to be considered as a central
concept for such applications. First, reflective practice is a process
or discipline, not a product. It is simple enough so that the
elements of it can be explained in a very short time, but complex
enough so that it could be practiced for a lifetime and never
mastered. It is not the result of thinking, but rather the way in
which thinking occurs. As such, it is dynamic and vital. If
incorporated into a training regime, that regime must be
open-ended, and teacher educators must be prepared to have
individualized expectations for practitioners. The focus of training
must change from an evaluation of the pedagogical decision to a
critical investigation of how the decision was reached. The
emphasis in teacher training must shift from the acquisition of
specific strategies that are research proven effective, to training
that emphasizes the construction of a personal teaching schema
based on the reflective analysis of teaching decisions that were
implemented compared to others that could also have been made at
the time. In such a system, the outward appearance of competence
may be slower in coming, but true competence at every stage of
development will be far more authentic.
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A second, but related consideration for teacher educators is
that an approach to training based on reflective practice is
relatively high-risk for all concerned. The process requires a
critical analysis of individual decisions, even if their result was a
success. It also carries the implication that, no matter how good it
is, any teaching decision can be better. It is a perspective based on
the premise that excellent teaching is always under construction
but never completed. This is far more challenging to both teacher
educator and student than a perspective based on the premise that
excellent teaching is a set of competencies to be learned and
applied. On the other hand, the high-risk aspects of a reflective
practice approach also offer the potential of high-reward. The goal
of training a teacher to be a truly self-motivated professional who
willingly accepts full responsibility for continuous development,
should be very appealing.
Within this context, there are implications from the
experience of the teachers in this study that could be significant for
the direction many states are headed in revising the process to be
used for teacher certification. Traditionally, the relationship
between a student teacher and a cooperating teacher has been an
extension of the traditional classroom, with the cooperating
teacher being the teacher and the student teacher the student.
The cooperating teacher demonstrates the effective application of
teaching strategies to the student teacher, and gradually supports
the student teacher in the process of implementing those or
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similar strategies on his/her own. The new mentor approaches
being implemented are similar, in that they essentially continue to
seek to establish this same type of relationship. The findings of
this study imply that a process based on a reflective practice
approach could be used to develop the capabilities of the student
teacher in more authentic ways, and, in the process, provide
powerful professional development opportunities for the mentor
teachers. Instead of the traditional demonstration/discussion
approach, both participants in the process would engage in
reflective practice activities around their own teaching which
would be observed by their partner. This would put both parties
more explicitly in contact with the thinking that led to their
teaching decisions. Based on the experience of the teachers in this
study, a collaborative dialogue on the specific thinking that led to a
teaching decision or the application of a strategy would be far more
mutually beneficial than a series of one-way, summative, evaluative
observations from mentor to student. This process removes the
onus of expert from the mentor, an onus that could potentially
discourage many excellent, experienced teachers from
participating in the process—in much the same way that they
currently avoid the role of cooperating teacher. It is an approach
that actively engages both participants in a common process, yet
allows for differentiated outcomes for each.

It is professionally

enhancing and supports progress through different stages of the
developmental sequence toward teaching expertise for all.
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Limitations
Sample Size
The primary limitation of this investigation is the small number
of cases that were analyzed. Although the experience of the five
participants as they developmentally acquired reflective practice
capabilities was parallel, the limited size of the sample means that
the direct application of the findings of this study to broad-based
issues of policy and practice in teaching could be problematic. Care
must be taken to assess the conclusions of the study within the
structured context of the training, and subsequent applications of
this training model should conscientiously account for variations in
the training environment.

Given that context, however, it is

maintained that the cases reported in this study are illustrative of
the profession. The experience of the participants in this training
clearly serves to confirm prior research and, in several ways,
further elucidate and enhance it.

Sample Characteristics
It is relevant to note a general characteristic of the training
group that became known only at the conclusion of the training. As
detailed in Chapter III, the participants in this training were
self-selected from a larger group of teachers who had received
content area training the year before. During the general meeting
of all participants that occurred two weeks after the conclusion of
the training, a Learning Styles Inventory (Kolb, 1985) was
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administered to the participants. This inventory is standardized to
describe the preferred learning style of an individual by measuring
the extent of reliance on four different learning modes that are part
of a four stage cycle of learning. The modes are: concrete
experience, reflective observation, abstract conceptualization, and
active experimentation.

It is interesting to note that all five of the

teachers in this study were assessed to be in the same quadrant in
the Learning Styles Inventory paradigm: accommodator. This is
interesting for several reasons, and raises some questions about this
investigation that remain unanswered. As described in the LSI
(Kolb, 1985), accommodators are characterized as learners who
combine the learning steps of concrete experience and active
experimentation. They have the ability to learn best from “handson" experience. They enjoy carrying out plans and involving
themselves in new and challenging experiences. Their tendency is
to act on “gut” feelings rather than on logical analysis. In solving
problems, they tend to rely more heavily on people for information
than on their own technical analysis. Although this study did not
account for the learning styles factor, that factor could have an
impact on several aspects of the study. Did the participants
volunteer because they like active learning and are risk-takers? Did
they avoid the Format For Reflective Practice because it was not
dynamic enough or sufficiently socially involved for their style? Did
they value the training component involving the observer/facilitator
because it was objectively useful or because it integrated well with
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their learning style? On the other hand, reflective observation, a
critical aspect of this training, is not a natural activity for
accommodators. To the extent that the learning style
characterizations are correct, it may speak well for the training that
it facilitated a group that was naturally non-reflective, through a
process that enabled them to develop this ability in a positive and
effective manner. The perspective of these participants at the
conclusion of the training was clear and consistent: they valued
reflective practice and believed it was an important and powerful
resource for them.
The area of learning styles and their specific impact on
thinking and behavior is highly subjective. However, in view of the
fact that the self-selected subjects in this training all assessed to be
the same style, the issue must be noted. Subsequent research
might examine this issue in more depth. The coincidence of the
similarities of learning styles will remain problematic for
subsequent applications of this research, however, it is a highly
manageable problem and should not discourage further work in this
very important area.

Duration of the Study
The duration of the training was limiting in some respects.
Although all of the participants in the training had clearly begun the
developmental process of acquiring reflective practice capabilities,
none of them had fully completed the process by the formal end of
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the training period. All of them had reached the point where they
were focusing on the positive aspects of their teaching context, and
all of them were being actively analytical about their teaching
practice. However, only three of them had reached the point of
consistently generating alternative decisions to those they
implemented during the teaching event. Beyond that, none of the
participants reached the point where they were actively
encouraging structured reflective practice activities by their
students on a regular basis. Although the clear trend of
development on the part of the participants was toward these
outcomes, the training ended before they were fully achieved by all
of the subjects. If this model is used for subsequent training, the
period of structured training activities should be extended.

Problems of Measurement
The problem of assessing non-observable behavior, thinking,
remains a significant limitation. It was addressed in this study by
providing for multiple sources of data that served to check and
balance the information relied on to form the conclusions of the
research. This limitation was problematic for this study in two
primary ways, both of which are tied to the necessity of relying on
teachers’ reports of their thinking to draw conclusions about what
their thinking actually was. The first concern was the participants’
ability to fully verbalize their experience. Some individuals are
clearly better able than others to characterize their experiences
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orally, through the interview format. This concern was addressed
in this study by cross referencing data generated through the
formal in-depth interviews, with the multiple conversations held
with the observer/facilitator and the final written summary of
perceptions submitted by the participants. None of the data in this
study was presented as findings unless there was some
confirmation of the proposition present in all three data sources.
Because of this, the researcher feels that, in this study, this
concern was successfully managed, although it did limit the range
of findings that could be supported.
The second concern related to this was not anticipated. Based
on her frequent observations of the participants, and her
immediately subsequent conversations with them, it was the
immutable belief of the observer/facilitator that significantly more
reflective practice was occurring by the participants than was
indicated by their oral statements during the in-depth interviews,
or their final written statement. Because of the lack of supporting
evidence for this behavior, it was not included as significant to the
findings of the study. Further, since the focus of the study was the
beliefs or perceptions of the participants, it would not be
appropriate to include actions or cognitions that were not
consciously accessible to the participants over time. However, the
direct observation by the observer/facilitator of these changes in
behavior should not be dismissed as insignificant. At the very least,
they can be relied on as symptoms of transition on the part of the
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participants, and indicators of outcomes that the participants may
more fully experience as they develop their reflective practice
proficiency.

SttUCtUIE o£ the Training
A final limitation of this study was the relatively static structure
of the training model. Although, through the use of the journal, the
Format For Reflect Practice Activity, and the conversations with the
observer/facilitator, multiple options to encourage reflective
practice were built into the design of the training, the components
were somewhat inflexible once the training began. For example, in
designing the model, the researcher anticipated that a sequenced,
highly structured, prescriptive guideline for reflective practice
(Format For Reflect Practice Activity! would be very useful to the
subjects. As the training progressed, the participants universally
reacted to this guideline as being too technical and constraining in
that it did not allow them to be constructively reflective about their
professional practice in a way that had the most personal meaning
for them. Although they all found a way to successfully integrate the
essential elements of the Format into their reflective practice
routine, there was no mechanism provided in the training design to
“fine tune” this component once the training began.
A similar dilemma arose surrounding the interaction between
the observer/facilitator and the participants. As originally
designed, the training provided for periods that were evenly split.
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The first half of the period would be an observation by the
observer/facilitator of the teacher, and the second half of the
period would be a conversation during which the
observer/facilitator would elicit reflective thinking by the
participants. As the training progressed the social and collegial
aspects of the conversations clearly took on increasing importance
for the participants. During the last half of the training cycle, the
participants individually precipitated a shift in the time allotment
of the observer/facilitator period. Given the set duration of the
period, they all pushed for less observation and more conversation.
In fact, many of them sought additional conversational time with
the observer/facilitator, outside of the training model.
These changes in the components of the training were
responsive to the needs of the immediate participants and could
not have been planned in advance. Given the learning style
information discussed above, it is likely that a subsequent group of
teachers would react differently to the components. Toward that
end, there should be a provision in the training model to utilize the
components in a more dynamic way, by providing a formal review of
their utility as the training proceeds, and making appropriate
adjustments to maximize their usefulness.
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Recommendations For Further Study
It is the opinion of the researcher that, notwithstanding the
limitations discussed above, this study effectively accomplished the
modest goals it postulated at the outset of the training period.
However, in examining the impact of structured reflective practice
activities on the professional practice of five in-service teachers,
more questions were raised than were answered. Therefore, the
following recommendations are made for further study, both to
follow-up in greater depth on the indicators that were manifest in
this work, and to elucidate additional important issues for
educational policy and practice that were implied during the course
of this study:
1.

A follow-up study should be done with the teachers who
participated in this study, to determine the extent to which the
developmental process begun in this project continues. Of
particular interest in such a study would be: (a) The extent to
which the thinking of the participants about their thinking was
permanently changed;

(b) the specific strategies (e.g., the daily

journal) the participants used to continue to facilitate their
structured reflective practice;

(c) the success with which the

participants could serve as observer/facilitator, first, to other
participants in the training, then, to new volunteers; and, (d)
the extent to which the participants sought to develop
reflective practice capabilities in their students.
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2.

Follow-up studies should be done to seek positive connections
between reflective practice activities and improved student
performance. These studies could focus either on connections
that result from reflective practice activities by teachers, or rely
on connections that result from directly encouraging reflective
practice activities on the part of students. Studies in this area
are very important if reflective practice is to find a permanent
and significant place as a primary vehicle of professional
growth, because unless some connection is made to student
outcomes, the administrative and political support necessary to
establish and maintain reflective practice training on a global
scale will never materialize.

3.

A replication study should be done to confirm the credibility of
the training model described in this study. If such a study is
done, the design of the training should be modified to allow for
a longer training period, and an opportunity to formally adjust
the components of the training during the training cycle.
These adjustments would eliminate the primary deficiencies
identified in the present study.

4.

An interesting follow-up study could be done with a focus on the
learning style issue that manifested itself at the end of the
present study. While duplicating the training activities, the
participants could be pre-screened to provide a representative
sampling from various learning styles. A study such as this
could have importance both for reflective practice research, and
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for research on teacher training in general.

Kolb (1985)

generally characterizes teachers as being likely to fall into the
Assimilator category in his learning styles paradigm. He
postulates that Assimilators are naturally more reflective, but
less likely to take risks than Accommodators (the learning style
of all of the participants in this training). If this is true, training
which focuses on reflective practice strategies, properly
presented, may be appealing to a population of teachers that are
naturally less likely to “risk” involvement in a process that
could lead to significant change.
5.

An important follow-up study could focus on the impact of
reflective practice as a function of the professional experience
of the participants. All of the teachers in this study were very
experienced and had a wealth of intuitive background available
to their reflective practice efforts. An investigation of the effect
of this process on teachers without this experience could have
important ramifications for current directions in teacher
training.

Revised certification procedures rely on the

establishment of a mentoring relationship between an
experienced teacher and a novice teacher as the primary
vehicle for successfully supporting the novice in making the
transition into the profession.

Reflective practice studies could

provide important information that would be helpful both in
identifying the best mentors, and articulating the specifics of
the mentor-novice relationship.
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6.

Finally, for this investigator, the connections made by the
participants and the observer/facilitator, between reflective
practice and psychotherapy are an intriguing topic for
additional research.

If, as the observer/facilitator characterized,

reflective practice has the potential to successfully facilitate a
“...peeling back of layers to get at what they do” (D.F.) it has an
enormous potential in a myriad of ways to combat the isolation
of the classroom teacher and nourish his or her success. Such a
Grail is truly worthy of a crusade.
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APPENDIX A
GUIDE FOR INTERVIEW #1
Part I: Reflective Practice Model
1.

Describe your lesson: What is the subject content of the lesson?
What strategies are you using? Describe how the students are
learning in the activity.

2.

Focus on a particular aspect/part of the lesson that went well

3.

Can you think of one or two different ways you could have taught
this part of the lesson? Critique each of the alternatives in
relation to the one you actually used. Can you think of a lesson
context in which one of your alternatives could have been the
best alternative?

4.

Focus on a particular aspect/part of the lesson that you feel did
not go as well as it could have. Repeat the process in 3.

Part

n: About the teaching context

1.

Describe your own view of how children learn

2.

Describe your view on what the educational program/curriculum
should be for your students

3.

Describe some teaching structures/strategies that you feel are
very effective with your students

Part ID: About Reflective Practice
1.

How much real control do you feel you have over all of the
things that go on when you are teaching?

2.

How much of an impact do you as the teacher have on the
learning that takes place in your classroom?

3.

In what ways, if any, do you encourage your students, and give
them the opportunity to think about the things they are doing
in school, why they are doing them, and possibly have a chance
to talk about doing them a different way?
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APPENDIX B
FORMAT FOR REFLECTIVE PRACTICE ACTIVITY

Use this format each time you have an opportunity to think
about your teaching activities. It can also serve as a prompt for the
some of the areas you might write about in your journal.

1.

Describe your lesson: What is the subject content of the lesson?
What strategies are you using? Describe how the students are
learning in the activity.

2.

Focus on a particular aspect/part of the lesson that went well

3.

Can you think of one or two different ways you could have taught
this part of the lesson? Critique each of the alternatives in
relation to the one you actually used. Can you think of a lesson
context in which one of your alternatives could have been the
best alternative?

4.

Focus on a particular aspect/part of the lesson that you feel did
not go as well as it could have. Repeat the process in 3.
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APPENDIX C
SUGGESTED CRITERIA FOR TAPING A TEACHING EVENT

1.

The session should last 30-35 minutes

2.

In order to give you a complete picture, you should try to
include the following in the teaching event:
• A period of time in which direct teaching instruction is taking
place
• A transition period during which your students move from a
group lesson to independent work time, choice time, etc.,
or vice versa
• Some one-to-one interactions with children
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APPENDIX D
SUGGESTED CONTENT FOR DAILY JOURNAL

Below is the list of possibilities to consider when writing in your
daily journal which was discussed at our meeting last week. The
list is intended to stimulate your thinking. It is not intended to be
a “fill in the blanks” form for your journal. However, these are the
types of things that can lead you to productive reflection if you
think about them.

1.

What were your strongest impression(s) of the day?

2.

What do you recall as the major events of the day?

3.

What were you positive teaching moments today?--for your
class, your students, building, community

4.

What were the difficult moments during the day?

5.

Write down some thoughts about a student your are thinking
about

6.

What will be a focus for you for tomorrow (professionally)?

7.

Do you have any final thoughts (reflections) about today?

8.

Do you recall any memorable comments from students today?
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APPENDIX E
GUIDE FOR INTERVIEW #2
1.

Have you had a chance to review the videotape recently? Talk
about the lesson you gave in light of the activities you have
engaged in during the past 10 weeks.

2.

Describe where you think you are now in your development as a
teacher. How has this concept changed or not changed as a
result of reflective practice?

3.

Describe the impact of the total reflection process (journal,
reflective practice activities, and reflective dialogue with the
observer/facilitator) on you as a teacher at your stage of
development.

4.

Thinking of the journal. Describe your use of the journal. What
are some of the insights, if any, that arose from your use of the
journal? Did it specifically help you focus on your classroom
practices? In re-reading the journal, what strikes you the
most? How did you use the guiding questions, if at all? Do you
feel you will continue to use a journal? How?

5.

Thinking of the reflective practice activity. Did you utilize the
Format For Reflective Practice? How, if at all, did it help you to
reflect on you teaching? Describe the process you used to
reflect on your teaching in a structured way? Did the journal
and/or the dialogues with the observer/facilitator assist you in
transferring reflection to actual classroom practices. Try to
analyze why they did or did not.

6.

Thinking of the reflective dialogues with the observer/facilitator
(D.F.)...describe that process. What was it like for you?
Specifically, how did it help or not help with reflective
practice? Explain the value of the experience in terms of your
own growth and development as a teacher.

7.

Was the three part process experienced as a whole for you? Did
the journal writing, reflective practice activities, and reflective
dialogues connect in positive ways to further you own growth
and development in the area of classroom practices? Be
specific.

8.

What is the single most important benefit of this experience?
What is the next step for you?
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APPENDIX F
FINAL/SUMMARY PERCEPTIONS OF PARTICIPANTS

Training: Reflective Practice in Teaching

Final/Summary Perceptions of Participants

Please respond to the questions below and on the following
pages as completely as you can. Remember, it vour personal
thoughtful perceptions of these issues that are important. Please
consider each question carefully and answer in a way that best
describes your experience as you went through this training and
your perceptions about how the training has affected you to this
point, or how you believe it may affect you in the near future. In
responding to the questions, you are encouraged to use examples
from your experience. (For all questions, use additional sheets if
necessary)_

1. How (if at all) has Reflective Practice made what you do as a
teacher more explicit to you? What is the evidence (to you) that
you are more aware of the intuitive decisions you make in
teaching as a result of Reflective Practice?
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2. In what ways have you (or will you) use Reflective Practice to
improve your planning for future teaching?

3. Do you feel that you have gotten better at Reflective Practice as
you have progressed through the training?

4. Do you feel that Reflective Practice gives you greater control over
your professional practice? In what ways?

5. Do you feel that your training in Reflective Practice has given
you, or will give you a greater impact on the learning of your
students? Please give some examples if you can.

6. As a result of your experience in this training, do you feel you
have encouraged either directly or indirectly, reflective practice
activities among your students? In what ways?

7. Do you think you will continue to engage in reflective practice on
a regular basis in the future? In what ways (please be as specific
as you can)?

Please write any additional comments about the training, and your
perceptions of any aspect of it.
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